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cious statement will suffice in this setting. “An exasperated people, who feel 
that they possess power,” he tells George III, “are not easily restrained within 
limits strictly regular.” The writer of these words already has pledged his life, 
his fortune, and his sacred honor to the American cause. Excitement over A 
Summary View of the Rights of British America flows from its tacit recognition of 
the need for revolution. Jefferson burns his bridges in 1774, an act of courage 
that will lend a practiced equanimity to his eloquence in the summer of 


1776. 
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David Rittenhouse, the astronomer and inventor of a world-famous orrery 
of the solar system, seeks the same distance from Europe that Jefferson finds 
through politics and law. Ifanything, Rittenhouse’s effort is the more remark- 
able of the two because eighteenth-century astronomy emphasizes linkages, 
attractions, order, proportion, and the relation of forces — all elements that 
overcome distance. An Oration Delivered Before the American Philosophical Society 
(1775) is a scientific treatise that cannot resist political statement. Behind 
the compulsion is another American intellectual’s fear of European influence. 
Like Jefferson, Rittenhouse hopes for a separate America before the Revolu- 
tion. But why should separation work so well? Both writers envisage an 
America somehow safe in the natural harmonies of the New World. 
Rittenhouse, however, comes closer to the problems in that assumption 
because his subject, astronomy, forces firmer articulation of inchoate though 
controlling assumptions about the natural world. 

Eighteenth-century scientists easily posit a moral universe, and, of all the 
sciences in Enlightenment thought, astronomy most nearly approaches a 
conception of deity. Rittenhouse utilizes these conventions in his presenta- 
tion of the rise and progress of astronomy. “Every enlargement of our facul- 
ties,” he observes, “every new happiness conferred upon us, every step we 
advance towards the perfection of the divinity, will very probably render us 
more and more sensible of his inexhaustible shores of communicable bliss, 
and of his inaccessible perfections.” Yet increased perceptions do not explain 
why new shores in themselves should involve a greater bliss. Rittenhouse 
finesses the problem, using metaphors of light, motion, and divinity as 
mutually exchangeable quantifications of universal intelligence. In his own 
words, “{D}ivine energy supports that universal sabstratum on which all 
corporal substances subsist, that the laws of motion are derived from, and 
that wings /zght with angelic swiftness.” 

The light of discovery privileges the newly discovered object. To this 
implied premise, Rittenhouse adds the assumption that untouched objects — 
untouched by human hands — reflect pure purpose. The symbol of this perfec- 
tion comes, readily enough, in the stars above: “yonder radiant orbs, travers- 
ing in silent Majesty the etherial regions, are the peaceful seats of innocence 
and bliss. Where neither natural nor moral evil has ever yet intruded; where 
to enjoy with gratitude and adoration the creator’s bounty, is the business of 
existence.” These thoughts lead directly to the nearer analogy of the New 
World, which, like the heavens, continues relatively untouched by such evils 
as “British thunder impelled by British thirst of gain.” Rittenhouse’s conclu- 
sion is an extraordinary one. “I am ready to wish — vain wish! that nature 
would raise her everlasting bars between the new and old world; and make a 
voyage to Europe as impracticable as one to the moon.” 
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The astronomer apologizes for this digression, one that runs against the 
theme of perceptual enlargement. A more appropriate parallel, as he admits, 
would cite “that disposition of lands and seas, which affords a communica- 
tion between distant regions, and a mutual exchange of benefits.” But 
Rittenhouse, like so many eighteenth-century Americans, fears the “unnatu- 
ral advances” of a European connection, and this fear of corruption feeds upon 
an inverse self-confidence in natural purity. The astronomer’s contrasting 
emotions play themselves out along geographical lines. The liveliest moment 
of An Oration comes in its narrative of tyranny and luxury “advancing like a 
current irresistible, whose weight no human force can stem.” These vices 
“have long since laid in the dust, never to rise again, the glories of Asia . 
and have nearly completed their conquest of Europe.” Only the untouched 
and, therefore, still harmonious natural world of America remains. 

Division with England cannot come fast enough for those who divide the 
Anglo—American world between European corruption and American purity. 
Symbol and act of renewed purification, the Revolution will grant Ritten- 
house’s most extravagant wish. War accomplishes what nature cannot in 
reconstituting barriers between the Old and New Worlds. And if these new 
barriers prove less than everlasting, difficulties in transportation still discour- 
age generations of Americans from seeking a European experience. Indeed, 
many republican leaders welcome the inconvenience. No less an authority 
than Thomas Jefferson asks “why send an American youth to Europe for 
education?” As he tells John Bannister in 1787, “an American coming to 
Europe for education, loses in his knowledge, in his morals, in his health, in 
his habits, and in his happiness.” 

War with England obviously fulfills certain intrinsic American needs. The 
Revolution confirms an already obsessive and often tedious internal debate 
over the nature of American virtue. Less conspicuously, it shelves troubling 
philosophical questions concerning American identity in the natural world. 
With such questions in abeyance — quandaries about nature and country will 
preoccupy the greatest writers of the next century — revolutionary discourse 
is left to elaborate a narrative of American purity in the New World. One 
consequence is a series of easy identifications. For the several generations 
around the Revolution, “virtue,” “nature,” and “America” are mutually com- 
patible and, at times, interchangeable terms of reference. 

How the story actually works toward cultural objectifications can be seen 
in a common symbol. David Rittenhouse might have thought little of the 
alternating stripes of red and white in the new flag of the United States, but 
he surely must have nodded assent over the rest of the design when it is 
announced on June 14, 1777. Congress orders “that the Union be 13 stars 
white in a blue field, representing a new constellation.” The hieroglyph 
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epitomizes the astronomer’s hope. Joining the conviction of the Enlighten- 
ment and religious faith, the Revolution transfigures the stars into a type for 
new world republicanism. Under this symbol of the new constellation, 
amidst presumed seats of innocence and bliss, citizens are to enjoy the 
creator’s bounty. In a secularizing vision, the land of plenty will soon be, in 
Rittenhouse’s phrase, “the business of existence.” 


IV 


The first catalyst of change in 1776 is literary in form. Thomas Paine’s 
Common Sense appears in Philadelphia on January roth of the year. His pam- 
phlet runs through a first printing of one thousand copies in a week and, 
according to its author, one hundred twenty thousand copies in three 
months, a phenomenal number for the times. No one questions its impact on 
immediate thought. Two of its most important first readers, Benjamin Frank- 
lin and George Washington, speak of, respectively, its “prodigious” influence 
and its “unanswerable reasoning.” Other commentators quickly assign it a 
unique place in the changing political scene. “{[Common Sense},” claims a 
writer in The New York Constitutional Gazette on February 24th, “introduces a 
new system of politics as widely different from the old, as the Copernican 
system is from the Ptolemaic.” Overwhelming when it is issued, Common 
Sense lives as literature today, the one pamphlet from the period that still 
captures the imagination of the American reader. 

This success — immediate, unique, and enduring — stands somewhat in 
the way of interpretation. Scholars have not stressed the innate qualities of 
the pamphlet so much as they have interpreted its impact. Paine is said to 
have collared the language of the people; or to have established psychological 
equivalencies between his own situation and that of the thirteen colonies; or 
to have caught the oppositional rhetoric of colonial politics at the crucial 
moment; or to have brought the peculiar perspective of a lower-class English- 
man to American problems. True enough in themselves, these assumptions 
linger on the surface of analysis. They have missed the deeper levels of Paine’s 
essay, where the ultimate dynamic of the Revolution is at work. 

Three elements are worth isolating in explaining the power of Thomas 
Paine’s literary achievement: one rhetorical, one philosophical, and one politi- 
cal. Rhetorically, Paine ends the impasse that loyal resistance imposes on 
colonial argumentation. Even Jefferson feels obliged to conclude his attack in 
A Summary View with pious hopes for “love and harmony through the whole 
empire,” and James Wilson continues to speak for most Americans when, on 
February 13, 1776, he repeatedly disavows any desire for independence on 
the part of “humble, unaspiring Colonists” in An Address to the Inhabitants of 
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the Colonies. Paine cuts through these contortions at a stroke; the king of 
England is the acknowledged enemy of Common Sense. To the familiar but still 
intimidating cries of “Treason! Treason!,” he substitutes blunt assent for the 
clever evasions of previous writers. Figuratively speaking, Common Sense re- 
fashions Patrick Henry: this zs treason; now make the most of it. 

Philosophically, Paine excels all other writers of the moment in creating 
political thought out of religious and scientific imagery. Jefferson will come 
to match his skill, but in 1776 only Paine proves truly capable of wedding 
a living religious voice and scientific language to secular political pamphle- 
teering, and this accomplishment is a large part of his appeal. In Common 
Sense, nature reveals, reason explains, and God ordains that “the birth-day 
of a new world is at hand.” This event partakes of “the glorious union of all 
things”; it marks the beginning of “a continental form of government” that 
will make America “the glory of the earth.” God reigns above this creation 
as “the king of America.” On earth, “the Word of God” appears as the rule 
of law in the emerging Republic. Easily, then, “in America the law is 
king.” 

Meanwhile, in Europe, the hereditary succession of kings is “unanswer- 
ably” a parallel to original sin. Since “the palaces of kings are built on the 
ruins of the bowers of paradise,” it follows that “reconciliation and ruin are 
nearly related.” Scientifically, monarchy is an unwanted complexity against 
“the simple voice of nature and of reason,” where “the more simple any 
thing is, the less liable it 1s to be disordered, and the easier repaired when 
disordered.” Reconciliation, therefore, is “a matter exceedingly perplexed and 
complicated’ —“INDEPENDENCE beg a SINGLE SIMPLE LINE.” The his- 
tory of religion and the geometry of science concur. In showing that “there 
is something very absurd, in supposing a continent to be perpetually gov- 
erned by an island,” Paine resorts to the conventional Newtonian metaphor 
of the times: “In no instance hath nature made the satellite larger than its 
primary planet.” The entwining imagery of religion, science, and politics 
works to remove every hesitation, every fear of the unknown, every anxiety 
over the lost conveniences in British rule. 

The prescience of Paine’s positive vision for America also depends upon the 
careful conflation of religious and political imagery. Common Sense outlines the 
vital aspects of the unfolding American experiment before they happen: the 
continental scope of republicanism, its representative form, even its denoue- 
ment in a national convention and written constitution. Significantly, Paine 
can suggest so much only because he possesses a set of religious ideas about 
what should happen. The spontaneous creation of a continental union simply 
cannot be conceived in strictly secular terms in 1776. The language of 
political reference then in use will not justify the extrapolation. 
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Instead, Paine describes an impending millennium of republican culture, 
and the contrivance of God’s new Israel proves exceedingly useful in this 
regard. “The Reformation was preceded by the discovery of America,” ex- 
plains Common Sense, “as if the Almighty graciously meant to open a sanctuary 
to the persecuted in future years.” Those future years have now come to pass, 
and they are safe only in “the distance at which the Almighty hath placed 
England and America.” Paine, who has lived in both worlds, can insist that 
“the authority of the one, over the other, was never the design of Heaven.” To 
the contrary, separation and a hatred of things English is part of God’s plan. 
“As well can the lover forgive the ravisher of his mistress, as the continent 
forgive the murders of Britain,” observes Paine. “The Almighty hath im- 
planted in us these unextinguishable feelings for good and wise purposes.” It 
is God’s design, not human events, that gives this vast and largely unpopu- 
lated continent a single voice. 

The third isolatable element in Paine’s achievement, a peculiar politics, 
enables him to convert guilt over lost loyalties into anger and a new defini- 
tion of country. It is here that the workings of Common Sense have been least 
understood because also least pleasant to contemplate. Critics have noted 
Paine’s creative objectification of colonial unrest as patriotism and his corre- 
sponding articulation of the emotions of the mob. But how does he put the 
unrest of the moment to such explosive use, and what does it mean to 
articulate the emotions of the mob? Answers to such questions are difficult; 
they involve fault lines between the elitism of the published word and the 
lost emotive context of that word in the speech and will of the people. 
Common Sense, more than any other writing of the period, tries to bridge the 
divide. 

The distinction between the anger of colonial Americans and their ability 
to express that anger fully in formal prose is one effect of the decorum of 
loyalty already noted in the pamphlet tradition. Figures like Richard Bland, 
James Otis, John Dickinson, and even Thomas Jefferson all mean more than 
they can actually say in print. Within the oral culture, however, anger is a 
more unbridled source of definition. Popular uprisings occur frequently 
enough in eighteenth-century America for the mob to operate as an intrinsic 
part of colonial life and as a vital extralegal arm in important communal 
decisions. If these upheavals are originally episodic events geared to local 
issues of the moment (the punishment of outlaws and other deviants, land 
title disputes, impressment controversies, customs enforcement, problems in 
local defense, and intraneighborhood conflicts of all kinds), they become a 
more widespread and cohesive phenomenon in the late 1760s and early 
1770s. Beginning with the Stamp Act controversy, mob action is a regular 
and dominant force in the colonial challenge to imperial policies. It is also 
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the clearest indication that people in every colony anticipate their leaders’ 
opposition to British rule. 

Why do we hear so little about rioting and the nature of the mob in the 
major literature of the Revolution? Loyalists, often the recipients of the 
mob’s attentions, do describe their distress in private writings, but revolu- 
tionary leaders generally withhold comment in their fear that further public- 
ity will push the people’s right of resistance toward a justification of public 
disorder. The more chaotic events become, the less these leaders wish to 
discuss or write about the situation. Even radical Whigs worry about inflam- 
ing the populace. A ploy of accountability in imperial politics, their restraint 
in pamphleteering is also a strategy for keeping the lower orders in line. 

The great exception to the rhetoric of restrained feelings is, of course, 
Common Sense, and Paine’s anger finds an immediate outlet in America. 
When he introduces his pamphlet, Paine calls upon “every Man to whom 
Nature hath given the Power of feeling.” He magnifies emotion in explicit 
contrast to those who seek to restrain it. The greatest danger in an essay 
obsessed with “proving enmity (or enemyship)” is not the British but rather 
“men of passive tempers.” More than modest exertion, the American situa- 
tion requires a total commitment to “those feelings and affections which 
nature justifies.” These feelings, when most deeply probed by Paine, are 
almost always ones of rage. The true guardian of appropriate emotion in 
Common Sense is none other than Satan, who speaks, though unnamed, from 
Milton’s Paradise Lost: “never can true reconcilement grow where wounds of 
deadly hate have pierced so deep.” Forgiveness is an unnatural feeling in this 
world. “There are injuries which nature cannot forgive; she would cease to be 
nature if she did,” Paine observes. 

Paine repeatedly justifies and encourages the fact of hatred, bringing that 
emotion to bear first against the king of England, next against traitors in 
America, and only then on the positive goal of building a continental repub- 
lic. “Men read by way of revenge,” he explains, and his own reading in 
Common Sense ts fueled by images of blood, ashes, suffering, cruelty, villainy, 
corruption, monstrosity, and hellishness. In April of the year, when critics 
call him “furious,” Paine welcomes the accusation and turns it back upon 
them. “There are men, too,” he responds as The Forester, “who have not virtue 
enough to be angry.” 

The point to remember is that Paine’s natural and intended audience is the 
American mob. It is not just that Paine appropriates the language of the 
people. He uses anger, the natural emotion of the mob, to let the most active 
groups find themselves in the general will of a republican citizenry. Recogniz- 
ing that “the mind of the multitude is left at random, and feeling no fixed 
object before them,” Paine writes to give the mob specific direction in the act 
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of independence. Common Sense identifies three ways of achieving 
independency: “by the legal voice of the people in Congress; by a military 
power; or by a mob.” The beauty of action in the moment of 1776 1s that it 
combines all three. Congress, soldiery, and mob can be all one if Americans 
will only recognize “the present time is the true time.” In the moment, 
writes Paine, “our soldiers are citizens, and the multitude a body of reason- 
able men.” 

The explosive response to Common Sense comes in the mob’s recognition of 
its own purpose and dignity. After a decade of pamphleteering on the rational- 
ity of moderate opposition — a rationality that necessarily regards the mob as 
a shameful by-product — Paine argues that anger and public outrage are the 
central vehicles of colonial identity and, hence, of cultural salvation. Recent 
theories about mass behavior and its modes of expression in nationalism help 
to illustrate the colossal effectiveness of this strategy. The cultural critic Elias 
Canetti has identified four central traits and a controlling activity of the 
mob, or crowd as he calls it, in his Crowds and Power (1962): the crowd wants 
to grow, it seeks equality within itself, it loves density, and it needs direc- 
tion. Its most conspicuous activity comes in its destructiveness. Wherefore, 
in its early growth, the crowd or mob builds an identity by destroying 
representational boundary images; the doors and windows of houses are 
useful targets. In fact, symbolic violations of hierarchy of just this kind 
characterize the American mob before and during the Revolution. 

Common Sense moves along these axes. Its rhetoric begins in an intellectual 
attack upon monarchy that culminates in a specific call to arms; the goal is to 
destroy all linkage with Britain. Three positive elements of cohesion then 
support this impulse to destroy: first, discovered mutuality in a language of 
equality; next, a realization of density in the projected solidarity of union; 
and last, a recognition of direction in group identification with an expanding 
continental republic. Colonial readers who accept these incentives strike a 
simple bargain. They sacrifice local, provincial identity, the symbol of which 
is their connection to England, for an enlarged American view. 

There are dangers in Paine’s strategy. The call for a citizen who will 
“generously enlarge his views beyond the present day” runs certain risks. 
Critics then and now have noted the cold comfort and potential isolation in 
Paine’s abstractions of enlargement. Where are the compensating notions of 
attachment, the affecting and familiar links, in Paine’s “the universal order of 
things” and “the RIGHTS OF MANKIND”? How, exactly, is the new 
American supposed to “hold out to his neighbour the hearty hand of friend- 
ship’? Paine’s answer relies on the projected cohesion of his mob in action. 
For not only is the crowd the natural symbol of the isolated figure, but the 
crowd as nation begins to take on a special power of identity in this last part 
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of the eighteenth century. The first to cut himself free of colonial links, Paine 
is also the first to recognize the absolute priority of a national argument in 
revolutionary America. As Elias Canetti will later elaborate on Paine’s realiza- 
tion, “We can take it for granted that no member of a nation ever sees himself 
alone.” 

The national argument in Common Sense is more an expression than a formal 
idea, but this, too, can be a strength if taken with the realization that 
nationalisms are not distinguished by originality of conception or thought 
but by the style in which they are imagined. The style and tones in which 
Paine first imagines a republic of states united on the American continent are 
emotional rather than intellectual, and they revolve around an angry, suffer- 
ing, embattled self-assertion. That self takes a ubiquitous pronominal form. 
The ever-present “we” of the pamphlet comprises neither colonies, nor voting 
citizens, nor leaderships of any kind. It concentrates, rather, on every dis- 
criminate American self in collective union. Disturbingly, this narrating self 
then shrinks in scope during successive stages of argumentation. Excluded by 
the third section of Common Sense are “all those who espouse the doctrine of 
reconciliation.” The designation encompasses not just Loyalists and Tories 
but also “weak men who cannot see, prejudiced men who w// not see,” and, in 
a much larger category, “moderate men, who think better of the European 
world than it deserves.” 

A consummate but generally unrecognized irony emerges from the grow- 
ing list of restrictions. The test of the worthy citizen narrows even as Paine 
insists upon the largest view of country. True Americans must declare them- 
selves angry enough to act against England. Only colonials who have suffered 
“the present sorrow” of America are allowed to judge “the offences of Great 
Britain,” and having suffered, those who seek reconciliation are unworthy of 
the name of citizen; they “have the heart of a coward, and the spirit of a 
sycophant.” Paine reserves a special wrath for the inhabitant who does noth- 
ing at all in this crisis: “there is no punishment which that man doth not 
deserve.” In the end, a defeated British soldier deserves more respect than a 
citizen caught on the wrong side. “The one forfeits his liberty the other his 
head.” 

Behind the threat is the unmediated commonality of Common Sense. Citi- 
zens gain security and transcend the limits set upon individual identity when 
they mass together, but the act of joining also establishes psychological 
patterns of exclusion; you are for the mob or it is against you. Paine is not the 
last to understand the power of this appeal in a democracy. Exclusionary 
tactics in civic membership, hidden enemies (within and abroad), melodra- 
mas of suffering and victimization, challenges against patriotic standing, the 
assignation of faintheartedness to identified opponents, and, above all, the 
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anticipated communal cohesion that comes in the successful explosion of 
righteous anger — these are devices that Americans use in 1776 and still use 
to imagine their national community. 

Paine realizes intuitively, as no writer before him quite does, that imagin- 
ing a democratic American community requires a different series of strategies 
in a writer. Consider the contrast of John Adams and other radical pamphle- 
teers meeting with three hundred and fifty supporters under the Liberty Tree 
at Dorchester in August 1769. Adams, jotting in his diary, wishes to “Tinge 
the minds of the People” and to “impregnate them with the sentiments of 
Liberty,” but he needs simultaneously to “render the People fond of their 
Leaders in the Cause” and to secure the place of authority, his own included, 
“hearty in the Cause.” Accordingly, the act of writing seeks both to inspire 
the people and to demonstrate a visible leadership in control of the course of 
events. Paine, on the other hand, offers words that address every citizen 
directly and without mediation of any kind, and his words have a very 
different purpose in mind. 

Common Sense strives to empower the people, “a truly legal authority,” over 
every group distinct therefrom. Paine takes his title from the very term in 
eighteenth-century politics that distinguishes between the complexity of 
special knowledge and the natural simplicity of the common good. Rhetori- 
cally, “common sense” operates as a check upon those men of place and 
learning who use their advantages to protect themselves and their class in a 
language of controlled differentiations. When Paine uses the idea — “nothing 
more than simple facts, plain arguments, and common sense” — he means 
three things: that anyone can understand his pamphlet, that everyone should, 
and that no other narrative or explanation or ceremony is necessary for action 
to follow comprehension. The language of common sense touches the readiest 
understanding; it has no literary or political tolerance for a leadership that 
would control thought. 

In the conjunction of concept and literary work, Common Sense struggles 
against every gradation that might stand in the way of common action. 
“Where there are no distinctions there can be no superiority,” writes Paine in 
his vision of the independent states, “perfect equality affords no temptation.” 
The well-to-do are a special problem in this scheme for revolution (“The rich 
are in general slaves to fear, and submit to courtly power with the trembling 
duplicity of a spaniel”). Everything that distances the power or the impor- 
tance of the people is suspect — everything. For Paine, in the first significant 
use of a favorite trope in American politics, even the vaunted checks and 
balances of the British Constitution signify “an house divided against itself.” 

Much more is at stake in the moment of 1776 than conflict with England. 
The question of home rule raises an immediate and troubling sequel: Who 
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will rule at home? There is no more vexed query in America in the 1770s and 
early 1780s, and of all the leaders of the Revolution, only Tom Paine offers a 
completely spontaneous, ingenuous reply. In the ultimate challenge of the 
Revolution, he welds the relation of ruler and ruled together in the simplest 
of terms. The people can oppose “the unmeaning name of king” in Common 
Sense because the power of government already has been rightly and actively 
theirs in every moment of decision that they might want to name. 


Vv 


Other revolutionary leaders strain against the leveling spirit of Paine’s pro- 
nouncement. They want the magic of Common Sense without its simplifying 
sweep and without its overriding anger. Yet, in straining, these leaders also 
see that their exertions cut across symbiotic strengths. The stark emotive 
power of Paine springs from his acceptance of the power of the people, and 
the effect of that realization on a new American elite is a mixture of fascina- 
tion, frustration, and dread. We glimpse all of these impulses in John 
Adams’s famous summary. To Benjamin Waterhouse in 1805 he confides: 


I know not whether any Man in the World has had more influence on its inhabitants 
or affairs for the last thirty years than Tom Paine. There can be no severer Satyr on 
the Age. For such a mongrel between Pigg and Puppy, begotten by a wild Boar ona 
Bitch Wolf, never before in any Age of the World was suffered by the Poltroonery of 
mankind, to run through such a Career of Mischief. Call it then the Age of Paine. 


This invective conveys more powerfully than any argument the nature of 
the divide in revolutionary and postrevolutionary rhetoric. The vitality of the 
mongrel comes from below. How promiscuous should the role of the people 
be in a people’s government? That is the question for every writer in 1776. 
Adams can be so acerbic because he instantly recognizes and articulates the 
threat posed. Writing James Sullivan in May of 1776, just four months after 
Common Sense appears, Adams admits that “the only moral foundation of 
government, is the consent of the people,” but he also asks “to what extent 
shall we carry the principle?” The rest of his letter condemns the bottomless 
inclusions that the principle encourages. “Depend upon it, Sir,” Adams 
advises, “it is dangerous to open so fruitful a source of controversy. . . . It 
tends to confound and destroy all distinctions, and prostrate all ranks to one 
common level.” His personal mission in 1776 is clear, and it goes beyond the 
accomplishment of independence. 

Adams writes a pamphlet of his own in 1776, Thoughts on Government. 
Second only to Common Sense in influence, it is also a direct response. At the 
time, Adams’s autobiography reports a conversation with Paine on the sub- 
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ject: “I told him . . . I was as much afraid of his Work {as} he was of mine. 
His plan was so democratical, without any restraint or even an Attempt at 
any Equilibrium as Counterpoise, that it must produce confusion and every 
Evil Work.” Thoughts on Government, originating in a letter to Richard Henry 
Lee, agrees with Common Sense on the need for republican government and 
engages in its own brand of revolutionary rhetoric, extolling the empire of 
laws, elective accountability, and regular rotation in office. There, however, 
the similarities end. 

If the contrasting initiatives of Thoughts on Government sound familiar, it is 
because they supply the effective blueprint that Americans act upon after 
they, to use the author’s delicate phrase, “are put out of the royal protection. ” 
Adams rejects Paine’s notion of a single democratic assembly for a more 
complex bicameralism. He favors an independent judiciary, balances between 
branches of government, and, most important of all, the delegation of power. 
“The first necessary step, then,” he writes, “is to depute power from the 
many to a few of the most wise and good.” Where Paine counts on the power 
of the people, Adams draws upon an enlightened restriction through law. 
“You and I, my dear friend,” he tells Richard Henry Lee, “have been sent into 
life at a time when the greatest lawgivers of antiquity would have wished to 
live.” 

Adams’s self-confidence rides as high as Paine’s, which is in itself impres- 
sive when one considers the state of government and law in America in 1776. 
As the Revolution begins, there are no functioning courts in North America. 
The separate colonies lack effective local executive authority, and depend 
upon an untried and fundamentally weak central government. All founda- 
tional legitimacy has been lost in the sudden irrelevance of colonial charters. 
It is with perfect credence that Samuel West can use his election sermon in 
1776 to prove that the people, “having not the civil law to regulate them- 
selves by, became a law unto themselves; and by their conduct they have 
shown that they were regulated by the law of God written in their hearts.” 

These weaknesses in government actually work in Adams’s favor and 
against Paine in the long run. Stressing “the present exigency of American 
affairs,” Adams and his allies shift the literary adventure in revolutionary 
thought from loose pamphleteering toward the construction of governmental 
institutions, an enterprise necessarily left to leadership or, in Adams’s under- 
standing, “to a few of the most wise and good.” Paradoxically, the idea of a 
constitution as higher law — above government and derived from the 
people — aids this shift. The presumed special nature of constitutional writ- 
ing encourages the circumvention of standard legislative institutions, where 
“the new men,” Paine’s natural allies, will gain increasing authority over the 
course of the Revolution. A separated enterprise, the average constitution of 
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the period is written by a small number of men in special committee, 
sometimes by a single hand. John Adams will draft the Massachusetts Consti- 
tution of 1780 more-or-less on his own. 

The struggle that Adams and Paine symbolize also has generic repercus- 
sions that have been forgotten. The volatility of revolutionary pamphle- 
teering encourages radical over conservative impulses. Thoughts on Government 
may carefully gesture toward the people, but Adams also knows that his 
learned insistence upon “forms of government” might lead to popular cen- 
sure. Quoting Milton, he begs Richard Henry Lee to protect authorial ano- 
nymity lest “ ‘a barbarous noise environs me / Of owls and cuckoos, asses, 
apes, and dogs.’ ” There is a subtle subversion of form in this recognition. 
One of the elusive shifts in early republican literature is the way Adams and 
other moderates use the pamphlet form to undercut its original importance. 
When they are finished, the age of the pamphlet is no more. 

As radical forces turn against authority in western Massachusetts 1n 1778, 
the reaction of conservative pamphleteers is to regret the need for any re- 
sponse at all and to disclaim any claim to originality (“I pretend not to offer 
you any new, and cunningly devised arguments to convince you”). As “Impar- 
tial Reason” in An Address to the Inhabitants of Berkshire County, Mass., Wil- 
liam Whiting protests against anarchy and licentiousness: “I can’t but take 
notice, how shamefully that ancient maxim, vox populz est vox Dez (the voice of 
the people is the voice of God) has been prostituted in this country.” The 
persona of “Impartial Reason” easily distinguishes between the proper voice 
of elected representation and the “blasphemy and treason” of the mob, but 
Whiting, himself a member of the Massachusetts legislature, seems to expect 
more answers from the “arm of power” than from his own power of language. 
Curiously, he also worries that the attempt alone will replace impartial reason 
with anger (“ere J am aware, I should catch the epidemic disease myself, and 
a flame of passion, begin to rage in my own breast”). One of the growing 
realizations in pamphleteering is the recognition of never-ending acrimony in 
the act. Certainly, this writer shares a number of worries about the efficacy of 
his effort. 

In a far more influential pamphlet from 1778, The Essex Result, Theophilus 
Parsons turns the same constitutional crisis into a noble adventure of con- 
trolled intellectual activity. Parsons, too, qualifies the meaning of vox populz 
est vox Dez. “No man will be so hardy and presumptuous,” he writes, “as to 
affirm the truth of that proposition in its fullest extent.” His candor signals 
changing times. Specifically, in the “arduous task” of forming a constitution, 
Parsons asks republicans “to look further than to the bulk of the people.” 
Where they should look is also clear; the virtues required — wisdom, firm- 
ness, consistency, and perseverance — “will most probably be found amongst 
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men of education and fortune.” Only through these priorities will “the 
supreme power be so deposed and balanced, that the laws may have in view 
the interest of the whole.” Only in this way can Americans expect a lasting 
constitution, “one that will smile amidst the declensions of European and 
Asiatic empires.” 

The overall impact of The Essex Result could not have been greater. 
Drafted in response to the proposed, and soon rejected, Massachusetts Con- 
stitution of 1778, this single work supplies many of the basic assumptions, 
gestures, and terms of American constitutionalism, including the special 
prominence of a bill of rights, some specifics of checks and balances, and the 
names and certain functions of “the house of representatives” and the “sen- 
ate.” But Parsons’s major contribution in the moment its to lift the idea of 
constitution making out of the turmoil of the democratic process and away 
from the venue of occasional writing. Fearing that “the idea of liberty has 
been held up in so dazzling colours, that some of us may not be willing to 
submit to that subordination necessary in the freest States,” Parsons finds 
his solutions in the idea of a correct constitution. He reduces the problems 
of uncertainty, chaos, and passion to the idea and unity of official and 
published form. 

Reduction, in this case, furnishes the vision that the framers of the Federal 
Constitution will use to appeal to the American people. The rewards that 
Parsons reserves for the wise leader able to construct “the best form of 
government” are “a statue of gold to his memory” and “unrivalled lustre” in 
the annals of posterity. Well before such fame, though, this figure is already 
metaphorically distinct from the people: 


The man who alone undertakes to form a constitution, ought to be an unimpassioned 
being; one enlightened mind . . . perfectly acquainted with all the alienable and 
unalienable rights of mankind; possessed of this grand truth, that all men are born 
equally free, and that no man ought to surrender any part of his natural rights, 
without receiving the greatest possible equivalent; and influenced by the impartial 
principles of rectitude and justice. . . . He ought also to be master of the histories of 
all the empires and states which are now existing, and all those which have figured in 
antiquity, and thereby able to collect and blend their respective excellencies, and 
avoid those defects which experience hath pointed out. 


The parallels and the contrasts to John Adams’s earlier description of the 
American writer in A Dzssertation on the Canon and Feudal Law are instructive. 
Knowledge remains the same, but Adams’s pamphleteer from thirteen years 
before “animates” and “rouses” the people, whereas this “unimpassioned” 
writer of constitutions uses his knowledge to overcome feeling and to resolve 
turmoil through skills that “possess,” “master,” “collect,” “blend,” and 
“avoid.” 
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The mix of tones in works that try to both arouse and collect the people is 
perhaps the most palpable characteristic of early republican writing in the 
1780s. Naturally geared to timeliness and excitement, the political pam- 
phlet always exhibits these tendencies, but now more confusion enters into 
the choices involved. A more uncertain manic-depressive quality overtakes 
writers in the genre. An anonymous contributor from New Hampshire 
describes the phenomenon perfectly in Address to the Public, Containing Some 
Remarks on the Present Political State of the American Republicks, etc. (1786). 
“Amicus Republicae,” as he styles himself, predicts that either virtue will 
make the Republic “wealthy, honorable, powerful, and happy” or vice will 
plunge it “into a state of the greatest calamities.” He and other friends of the 
Republic see no middle path, no alternative to absolute success or total 
failure. The upshot is an obvious and active ambivalence in the observing 
writer: “every judicious and honest mind must, when it considers the present 
licentious disposition of many persons, be depressed and elated alternately 
by hope and fear.” 

Vacillation between the hope of success and the fear of failure helps 
constitution-makers in the 1780s and begins to erode the literary base of the 
more spontaneous pamphleteers. The duty of the citizen to write out a 
conception of country remains a literary constant still recognized by all, but, 
by the early 1780s, the personal attempt in pamphlet form produces mostly 
dismay and frustration. In performing this acknowledged “duty of a citizen,” 
Thomas Tudor Tucker in Charleston, South Carolina, easily visualizes the 
ideal republic and its constitutional basis. As “Philodemus” in Conczliatory 
Hints, Attempting by a Fair State of Affairs, to Remove Party Prejudice (1784), he 
defines the true commonwealth as one in which “all authority is derived from 
the people at large, held only during their pleasure, and exercised only for 
their benefit” and a constitution as “a social covenant entered into by the 
express consent of the people, upon a footing of the most perfect equality 
with respect to every civil liberty.” The balances in these familiar revolution- 
ary generalizations are conventionally sound, but they no longer seem suff- 
cient to clarify Tucker’s actual situation or political agenda. 

The pamphlet of the 1780s is a litany of ills. Although a talented figure 
like Tucker will soon enter the Continental Congress and will eventually 
become treasurer of the United States, a host of complexities stand in the way 
of his understanding and service in 1784. The “fatal influence of slavery” 
destroys everything, including “the boasted Characteristic of Rationality.” 
Philodemus also wonders what to do about returning Tories, and he worries 
about the dangers in accepting a British conception of constitutionalism. 
From the other side, he fears “a government approaching to Democracy.” The 
times are filled with “factious men assuming the mask of patriotism,” with 
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“novices in politics,” with “secret combinations,” with “irregularities and 
civil dissension,” and with “a wilderness of confusion.” Worst of all, Tucker 
knows that “our present Constitution was framed in a time of distress and 
confusion” and sees that it “is not founded on proper authority. ” 

Pamphlet writing in the 1780s is about Tucker’s “wilderness of confu- 
sion.” It presides over a litany of ills beyond its own solution, and it looks 
increasingly toward another kind of writing enterprise. Salvation in Tucker’s 
Conciliatory Hints means one thing: a new constitution “paramount to all acts 
of the Legislature, and irrepealable and unalterable by any authority but the 
express consent of a majority of the citizens collected by such regular mode as 
may be therein provided.” The new challenge, shared by so many early 
republican intellectuals in the 1780s, lies in the framing of constitutions. 
Pamphleteering has begun to wait upon that eventuality. 

Political writing in America has arrived at a divide — a divide that the 
political pamphlet will not survive intact. The volatility and immediacy of 
the pamphlet extend back to an oral culture, to speech and the need for 
protest. The desire for order, regularity, and permanence in the hope for a 
new constitution carry forward or toward print. The difficulties of the 1780s 
and time itself will place the most important revolutionary leaders of the 
1770s on the side of print and constitution writing. The Philadelphia Con- 
vention of 1787, where many of these leaders will serve, brings the last flurry 
of pamphlets to absorb the entire nation, but the die is cast. In that flurry, 
the anger, frustration, localism, and rhetorical excess of the anti-Federalists 
give way to a new kind of pamphlet that completes even as it breaks the 
genre. 

Alexander Hamilton will swallow his own volatile temper in The Federalist 
(1787-8) to take aim at “passions and prejudices little favorable to truth.” 
Federalist No. 1 gives “a lesson of moderation to those who are ever so much 
persuaded of their being in the right in any controversy.” Dismissing the 
“torrent of angry and malignant passions,” “the bitterness,” and “the specious 
mask of zeal for the rights of the people” of his enemies, Publius assumes for 
himself “the evidence of truth” and the high ground of “a judicious estimate 
of our true interests, unperplexed and unbiased by considerations not con- 
nected with the public good.” Hundreds of pages later, Federalist No. 85 will 
conclude on the same “lesson of moderation.” 

The Federalist succeeds because it approaches Americans with a new act of 
imagination. Longer and more ponderously organized than any other pam- 
phlet, calculated to reach from scattered and ephemeral pieces to comprehen- 
sive collection and permanent book, The Federalist is virtually unreadable as a 
pamphlet. Against the ordinary pamphleteer’s embattled apologies for ur- 
gency, insufficiency, abruptness, and brevity, Publius archly promises com- 
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prehensiveness, enlargement, agreement, amiability, and candor. He does 
not so much raise points as, 1n Hamilton’s opening phrase, “give a satisfac- 
tory answer to all objections.” And both the nature and the source of these 
shifts are clear. The Federalist is a commentary on another sort of writing. It 
takes its subject, its purpose, its values, its organization, even its tone and 
voice from the new Federal Constitution. Publius is a successful pamphleteer, 
but his victory salutes a final triumph over his own genre. His gaze, also that 
of the country, is on the literature of public documents. 


5 
e 


THE LITERATURE OF PUBLIC 
DOCUMENTS 


The disruptive modes in sermonizing and pamphleteering in eighteenth- 
century America compete with the predisposition toward consensus evident in 
so much writing of the period. As the first chooses perception through crisis, 
so the second emphasizes the possibilities in reason and progress. Separate 
narratives, they both contribute to revolutionary discourse — sometimes in the 
same breath. The skill in revolutionary writing demands the promiscuous 
manipulation of these tendencies in prose that often tries to be provocative and 
encompassing at once, but an accident of history tips the balance between 
them. Acrimony grows on all sides in the 1780s and, with it, an intellectual 
preoccupation; early republicans yearn for a better definition of their experi- 
ment in government. Constitutionalism will control that quest, and its im- 
pulses are consensual in form. 

From the first, American constitutionalism differs from its English equiva- 
lent in its commitment to the written word. The biblical conjunction of 
sovereignty and the book of law, the need for an artificially imposed order in 
the wilderness, and the politics of Anglo-American relations — these factors 
all encourage a literal documentation of governmental forms as the reference 
point of communal identity. Since every act of founding a new community is 
also a challenge to the status quo ante, the challenge itself, however implicit, 
must be laid to rest in new claims of authority, placement, and acceptance. 
Invariably, then, community in America begins in some act of writing. If 
such writings tend to confirm traditional beliefs, they also reconstitute those 
beliefs in a moment of registered agreement, and these moments in them- 
selves soon become a prerequisite to group identity. 

This means that colonial leaders respond to the uncertainty and flimsiness 
of their new social forms by inscribing fundamental law more generally, more 
frequently, more compulsively in official documents. By way of contrast, 
their English counterparts put fundamental law to paper mostly in the form 
of individual rights and only when faced with an explicit political challenge; 
Magna Carta and the Bill of Rights of 1689 provide the standard examples. 
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In America, the need to address beginnings — instead of assuming them from 
time immemorial — puts a special pressure of comprehensiveness on official 
language, and that pressure is immediate; there is no time in the formality of 
colonial origins to let institutions evolve as they did in England. Instead, 
words and the formal presentation of them must substitute for custom and 
the absent past. Social compacts must also be constitutions of government. 
The whole artifice of colonial charters, covenants, compacts, ordinances, 
fundamentals, and constitutions represent a perpetual crisis in definition, a 
steady search for the words that will complete identity in a new moment of 
agreement. And the very steadiness of that search ts also an underlying source 
as well as a symptom of developing facility. 

Documents like the Mayflower Compact of 1620 and the Ordinance and 
Constitution for Virginia of 1621 create social and political structures as 
much as they assert individual rights. The desire to “covenant and combine 
ourselves together into a civil Body Politick,” in the first instance, and “to 
settle such a forme of government,” in the second, requires a psychology of 
framing. As the Mayflower Compact claims to “enact, constitute, and 
frame . . . just and equal Laws, Ordinances, Acts, Constitutions, and Offi- 
cers,” so the Ordinance and Constitution for Virginia strives “to make our 
Entrance, by ordaining & establishing . . . supreame Counsells.” These docu- 
ments and others like them also take the form of a writing upon another 
writing. As responses in kind to the charters of colonial incorporation (in 
these two cases from James I, king of England), they engender intertextual 
tensions, operating at once as glosses upon the king’s grant and as extensions 
of it. 

These preoccupations — faith in the written word, the psychology of 
framing, the specific language of ordination and establishment, and the 
textual mediation of power received and power assumed — are touchstones 
in measuring the growth of a literature of public documents. They also 
point to the very crux of the Revolution as literary achievement in the 
records of ultimate foundation, The Declaration of Independence in 1776 
and the Federal Constitution of 1787. For in such methodologies of compo- 
sition, collections of peoples engage in similar acts of origination from 
colony to colony, and the congruences allow them to unite after more than a 
century of limited contact and cultural divergence. Union, as such, need 
not have taken place; there is no single people to claim the collective 
identity of “American” in 1760. More to the point, union could not have 
taken place if “the spirit of 1776” had not received from previous genera- 
tions the will and the art of reconstitution. “Many” become “one” only 
because colonial peoples have imbibed a confidence and a skill in political 
reformulation before the Revolution. 
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II 


The concise uses of language in the Declaration of Independence have encour- 
aged a search for particular sources even though the broadest influences 
pertain. We have seen how the nature of a consensual literature and the 
ideology of the Enlightenment dictate strategies of assimilation in prose. 
Nowhere is this characteristic more important than here, in the highest 
expression of the American Enlightenment. “All its authority,” runs Jeffer- 
son’s summary of the Declaration of Independence in 1825, “rests then on 
the harmonizing sentiments of the day.” 

Precision lies in the form of the Declaration and not in the intellectual 
influences upon it. If the language of self-evidence and of equality seems to 
come from John Locke’s Second Treatise of Civil Government (1690), it can be 
found just as easily in Algernon Sidney’s Discourses Concerning Government 
(1698) and, by the 1770s, everywhere in colonial America. Reference to “the 
pursuit of happiness” may suggest specific writers in the Scottish Enlighten- 
ment (Francis Hutcheson, David Hume, Adam Smith, Lord Kames) or, 
alternatively, Jean-Jacques Burlamaqui, but the idea ts a general preoccupa- 
tion in moral philosophy by 1776 and a regular formula in the political 
writings of John Adams, George Mason, James Wilson, James Otis, and 
others. The Declaration actually weaves three essential strands together — the 
constitutional writings of colonial America, Whig political theory, and En- 
glish common law. Skill enters in the writer’s proficient construction of a 
unified text from them. 

Most of the Declaration, in both word and thought, follows directly from 
earlier documents written by Americans — more specifically, from earlier 
compacts, resolves, and state constitutions. All but four of the document's 
twenty-eight charges against the king of England appear in preceding state 
constitutions (specifically, the constitutions of New Hampshire, South Caro- 
lina, and Virginia). Similar lists of grievances fill colonial newspapers, and 
these are the elements that absorb eighteenth-century readers. The phraseol- 
ogy of the opening paragraphs resembles the preamble to the Virginia Consti- 
tution, adopted in June of 1776, and George Mason’s Declaration of Rights 
for Virginia, adopted and widely circulated in the same month. Even the 
famous conclusion — “we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our For- 
tunes, and our sacred Honor” — is a paraphrase of the Mecklenburg Resolves 
of North Carolina, published in May 1775. 

Yet, in virtually every instance, the language of the Declaration is sharper 
and more succinct than its background sources. In part, these improvements 
reflect what John Adams, writing to Timothy Pickering in 1822, calls 
Jefferson’s “happy talent of composition” and “peculiar felicity of expression.” 
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In part, however, they bespeak the compressed energy and economy of under- 
standing that occurs when form and thought truly cohere in a mastery of 
genre. This point needs to be properly understood. Eighteenth-century 
American writings are not generally known for such mastery, but they 
achieve an unparalleled maturity in the literature of public documents. 

The blend of combinations is what counts in the Declaration. Tonally, the 
languages of science and politics join to convey an aura of inevitable conse- 
quence within self-evidence (the causes and constraining necessities that 
impel and dissolve bands in the course of human events). Thematically, the 
same sense of inevitability turns the Whig theory of history into a passionate 
source of story (“The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history 
of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the establish- 
ment of an absolute Tyranny over these States”). Colonists, already familiar 
with extended narratives of royal despotism from Common Sense and other 
popular writings, easily blame a king for the miseries of history. The Declara- 
tion uses “a long train of abuses and usurpations” to elide troubling complexi- 
ties; its self-confidence in form is never clearer than in what it decides ot to 
talk about. The plan to recover lost rights from a tyrant makes use of neither 
the vocabulary of rebellion nor the existing debates over parliamentary 
jurisdiction — vexed subjects 1n colonial life. 

Inevitability also flows from the nature of repetition in the Declaration, a 
characteristic that illustrates yet another level of creativity. Heavily syllogis- 
tic, the language of the document moves from major premise (the people 
have the right to overthrow a leader who engages in a deliberate design of 
tyranny) to minor premise (the king of England ts such a tyrant) to conclu- 
sion (the people of the American colonies have no choice but to overthrow). 
There is genius 1n stressing the minor premise, the king as tyrant. For within 
the laborious proofs of the Declaration — “let facts be submitted to a candid 
world” — one fact remains utterly implicit: the presumption of a single peo- 
ple desirous of overthrow. As late as June of 1776, Jefferson, in his autobiog- 
raphy, sees “that the colonies of New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Dela- 
ware, Maryland, and South Carolina were not yet matured for falling from 
the parent stem.” He also reports fierce debate in America over the crucial 
units of meaning: colonies or citizens, representatives or constituents, “the 
murmurs of some” or “the opposing voice of the freer part of the people.” 

Does the Declaration create thirteen separate peoples who agree or one 
national people? The opening sentence, where “one people” dissolves bands 
with “another,” implies a single identity, as do three other capitalized uses of 
the word “People” and the promiscuous mix of bare signatures at the end of 
the document; citizens sign the Declaration, not state representatives. But 
the careful title, “The Unanimous Declaration of the Thirteen United States 
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of America,” can be construed either way. Other uses of the word “people” 
maintain a deliberate tension; and from the other side, plural references to 
the states dominate syntax (“these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to 
be free,” “as Free and Independent States, they have full power,” and so on). 
Plainly, the psychology of opposition welcomes ambiguity: the dual princi- 
ples of government — the colonies as states and a confederation thereof — 
remain deliberately uncertain. Readers of the Declaration are left with a 
choice within unities. Reiteration of the word “people,” ten uses in all, 
creates identity, but the overriding definition of people against the king takes 
many forms, and all of them reinforce the common cause. 

There is craft in the subtlety of such balances, but real vision lies beyond 
them. The document’s creative integrations fuse in a powerful generic consid- 
eration. Thomas Jefferson and most of his colleagues in the second Continen- 
tal Congress are eighteenth-century lawyers steeped in the English common- 
law tradition. They know that a declaration is the foremost form of pleading 
in a legal action and that it is the only form to be brought before a king for 


, 


redress or vindication. “Pleadings,” explains Blackstone in his widely read 
Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765-9), “are the mutual altercations 
between the plaintiff and defendent. . . . The first of these is the declaration, 
narratio, or count, anciently called the ta/e; in which the plaintiff sets forth his 
cause of complaint at length . . . with the additional circumstances of time 
and place, when and where the injury was committed.” 

Colonial Americans also know how to use a legal declaration for political 
ends. Both the English Petition of Right in 1628 (a demand of the House of 
Commons declaring essential rights and sent directly to Charles I) and the 
Bill of Rights of 1689 (a similar act, declaring the rights and liberties of 
English subjects after a listing of evils under James II) are declarations of this 
kind. Jefferson and his colleagues are part of an Anglo-Saxon revolutionary 
tradition — part of what the historian G. M. Trevelyan, describing the Revo- 
lution of 1688, calls “the triumph of the Common Law and lawyers over the 
king.” The point is not just that English colonists in America know what to 
write and how to write it in 1776, but that they look upon the writing 
thereof as the highest patriotism, as nothing less than the whole meaning of 
history in their time. 

The nexus of literary ingenuity and historical implication allows the draft- 
ers of the Declaration to manipulate genre without breaking the form. The 
long list of grievances against the king imitates common-law practice, where 
a declaration sets forth every conceivable cause of action “at length” to guard 
against a nonsuit or failure of proof in any one count. Formulaic overkill also 
feeds the Whig conspiratorial view of royal power as one continuous and 
excessive abuse of ancient rights and natural liberties. Elsewhere, appeal to 
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“the Supreme judge of the world” evokes the modes of the courtroom and so 
does the final oath (“we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our For- 
tunes and our sacred Honor”). In fact, the form of this conclusion 1s a direct 
parallel to the pledge of surety that every plaintiff offers against the charge of 
a frivolous suit in a common-law action. 

The language and forms of legality carry the Declaration another step from 
the unseemliness of rebellion by associating legal action with “the Laws of 
Nature.” The same maneuver solidifies “the people” in the unifying symbol 
of “plaintiff” and lends formality, ceremony, and credibility to conflict. Time 
and again, form and content work together. As the balance of plaintiff 
against defendant in “mutual altercation” confirms the Declaration’s sweep- 
ing claim of “separate and equal station,” so the whole conceit of English 
courtroom pleading supports “the voice of justice and consanguinity” of 
American protest. 

The symbolism of the king as defendant 1s peculiarly momentous. Its 
crude effectiveness daunts even The Annual Register, which, in publishing the 
Declaration in England in 1776, removes the words “King of Great Britain” 
from the list of grievances against him. Two years later, The Regzster still 
speaks of how “the American declaration of independence astonished [{mem- 
bers of Parliament} with a new, awful, and unexpected situation of public 
affairs.” As the defendant in the Declaration, the king must “put in a plea,” 
in Blackstone’s explanation of the procedures, “or else the plaintiff will at 
once recover judgment by defau/t.” The transformation in colonial self- 
presentation is from humble supplicant to righteous accuser. All thought of 
political negotiation disappears in the legal charge of guilt or innocence, a 
determination already fixed against the king in Whig mythology. 

There is genuine, explosive power in these devices, and the ensuing punch 
sets the English world on its heels. That power ts all the greater because the 
originality of the conception grows out of familiar form. The document casts 
the basis of colonial action in a language and context that every educated 
member of the British Empire instantly grasps. Read aloud and then posted 
in every American village, the Declaration succeeds tn its plea for recognition 
because it is so instantly recognizable. Different appreciations have come to 
dominate modern understanding, but this, too, is part of the lasting power 
of the document. Ancient accusations against a king have become timely 
admonitions within twentieth-century culture, reminders to every citizen 
that self-evident truths remain unfulfilled. Perhaps, in the resonance of 
language and form, there always have been two Declarations: the immediate 
assertion of eighteenth-century revolutionaries and the larger claim of revolu- 
tion itself. The hallowed artifact is always fresh as the signifier of aspirations 
still unreached. 
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But if time-bound and timeless connotations compete, as they do in any 
substantial work of literature, they also meet in a more literal fascination. 
Americans rarely separate the universal ideas of the Declaration from specific 
attachment to the document itself. The conjunction seems natural because 
the Declaration has functioned simultaneously as the first articulation and 
the ultimate expression of cultural life. This language, and no other, has been 
accepted without question. Americans celebrate neither June 7th, the day 
Richard Henry Lee proposes independence to Congress, nor July 2d, when 
Congress actually declares independence, but July 4th, the date when Con- 
gress accepts Jefferson’s modified draft of language as its own. There 1s 
relevance in this concentration on the text. The ability to write out American 
independence with such consummate skill is the best evidence of a cultural 
capacity in the moment; celebration thereof, the clearest indication of achieve- 
ment in a republic of laws. 


III 


While one-half of the first national compact has been revered, the other half is 
forgotten. No one now remembers the Articles of Confederation, the first 
document of national government, and there is irony in the contrast because 
the Articles fulfill the spirit and even the intention of the Declaration. That 
irony deepens in the revolutionary elite’s own hesitations. John Dickinson, for 
an assigned committee of the second Continental Congress, pens the first draft 
of the Articles of Confederation in June 1776, but this draft is revised and then 
totally transformed in long and sometimes bitter debates on the floor of 
Congress and in state ratifying assemblies. Not until November 1777 does 
Congress approve the Articles of Confederation; not until March 1781, almost 
five years after the Declaration, do the Articles finally go into effect. 

The Articles of Confederation bend and then break because they must 
settle the very ambiguities that the Declaration of Independence is allowed to 
evade. Where does sovereignty truly lie amidst the Declaration’s “Free and 
Independent States”? Early republicans are not prepared to answer that ques- 
tion as a group in 1776, or, for that matter, in 1777 or 1781. They vacillate 
between the relatively strong central government of Dickinson’s first draft of 
the Articles (“The said Colonies unite themselves so as never to be divided by 
any Act whatever”) and the final version (“Each State retains its sovereignty, 
freedom, and independence”). Ultimate divisions of this kind create serious 
problems within the understandings of a consensual literature. The Articles 
raise the issue of sovereignty but do not settle it in credible or agreed-upon 
form, a difficulty that will cause some of the same participants to try much 
harder in 1787 when the costs of disagreement have become clearer. 
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The change in expression between 1777 and 1787 is complex but quite 
specific. At one level, the Revolution stands for the challenge of local rights 
to central authority, while at another, it seeks to make the people the 
fundamental authority of all government. These themes enjoy a symbiotic 
relationship in opposition to British rule and, initially, in resistance to a 
strong American confederation. No one really questions or separates the 
issues. But the rise of “new men” in the state legislatures of the 1780s, 
coupled with attacks on state power from local (usually western) communi- 
ties, complicates a people-based rhetoric and frightens leaders at both the 
national and the state levels. The response of these leaders in 1787 is to 
divide revolutionary impulses by subsuming one challenge into the other. 
They neutralize distrust of centralization by recasting, rather than displac- 
ing, a familiar rhetoric. In a word, they turn the authority of the people into 
a justification for national sovereignty. 

The respective preambles of the Articles of Confederation and the Federal 
Constitution convey the shift perfectly. Compare, on the one hand, “To all to 
whom these Presents shall come, we the undersigned Delegates of the States 
affixed to our Names send greeting,” with, on the other, “We the People of 
the United States in Order to form a more perfect Union . . . do ordain and 
establish this Constitution for the United States of America.” The first words 
of the Articles of Confederation are immediately lost in distinctions and 
vested particularities; the first of the Federal Constitution dissolve those 
distinctions and particularities in the empowering presence of the people. 
Fully aware of previous difficulties, the framers of the Constitution turn the 
people themselves into the authors of the Constitution, cleverly conflating 
the act of writing with the process of ratification. 

Note, as well, the insistence on continuity. Rhetorically, the Convention 
of 1787 supplies “a more perfect” consequence of union, not a new form of 
government, and the new document can be superior to the Articles mostly 
because it rests upon them. Fully one-half of what is written in the Articles 
appears somewhere in the Constitution. The Articles first articulate the 
phrase “The United States of America” in official language. They first give 
assurance of “perpetual union.” They initiate the crucial policy (popularized 
by the Northwest Ordinance) of admitting new states on the same footing. 
They suggest the language of enumeration as a doctrine of limited powers. 
They outline at least the prospect of dual citizenship. They assert the equality 
of all citizens in privileges and immunities, and they eliminate travel limita- 
tions and trade restrictions between the states. These are not mean achieve- 
ments either in initial conception or in their abiding significance. 

The Articles of Confederation prove vulnerable not in their innovations 
but in their assent to political circumstance. The limitations that hurt 
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most — a weak executive in a committee structure, restrictions on the taxing 
power, and the requirement of overwhelming majorities for confederated 
action — come from dominant patterns in the colonial compacts and previous 
plans of confederation like the Albany Plan of Union (1754). In the 1770s, 
Whig arguments against the king make such curbs on power politically 
irresistible. Soon, though, when Americans argue more among themselves 
than with their king, the virtues of the 1770s become the frustrations of the 
1780s. Congress loses much of its ability to govern in the interim, and 
institutionalization of the oppositional modes in revolutionary thought is one 
reason. 

At the same time and amidst every difficulty, the Confederation grows 
into more than a temporary convenience for waging war. Certainly, the 
Articles deserve credit for helping to expand the realm of political possibili- 
ties in the early 1780s, and the explicit nature of that achievement also 
demonstrates how the public document differs from other literary acts of 
imagination. The first rule in such writing is that the new must somehow 
always appear familiar; since mere plausibility in thought and language is 
never enough, creativity must also satisfy a stricter standard of acceptability. 
Minimally, the Articles of 1777 conduct the idea of union from theory into 
regular political discourse and practice. No longer just a hope or an idea, 
“union” begins to function as an answer within republican life; it can be 
discussed in a different way in 1787 if just because more Americans are eager 
to see the existing institution work. 

All of these hopes and fears bring subtle changes to the writing of public 
documents. Between 1776 and 1787, revolutionary leaders become less con- 
vinced about the self-evidence of truth in political forums. The weakness of 
the Confederation, growing factionalism, Shays’s Rebellion, severe land dis- 
putes, economic depression, these facts — the very facts that bring the dele- 
gates of the Constitution Convention to Philadelphia — also make Conven- 
tion delegates less certain of agreement and more worried about the textual 
basis on which agreement might rest. While the writers of the Constitution 
still believe in the text as the basis or foundation of all agreement, their 
uncertainties within this faith create a new aesthetics of control in what is 
written. They work harder for agreement. These differences appear symboli- 
cally in Benjamin Franklin’s famous closures as he signs first the Declaration 
of Independence and then, eleven years later, the Constitution. 

Signing the Declaration, Franklin supposedly observes, “we must, indeed, 
all hang together, or most assuredly we shall all hang separately.” The 
Declaration functions as both the artifice behind Franklin’s witticism and the 
artifact of the solemnly sworn policy that he enunciates. The members of the 
Continental Congress not only “hang” together in grouped signatures, they 
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swear to do so in the Declaration, and their oath guarantees the “facts” they 
submit to “a candid world.” The world is “candid” because it will accept facts 
as given and because it will further accept a right of revolution based upon 
them. Facts are submitted, again in the words of the Declaration, “to prove 
this.” Meanwhile, more than humor rides on Franklin’s psychology of opposi- 
tion. Colonial solidarity in 1776 depends upon the unacceptable alternative: 
punishment for treason in an English courtroom. 

By 1787, clear enemies and incontestable facts, let alone proofs, are much 
harder to come by. Placed in the exact same ceremonial situation at the 
Constitutional Convention, Franklin achieves a similar certainty but by a far 
more circuitous route. James Madison describes the event in his reports of the 


Convention: 


Whilst the last members were signing [the Constitution} Doctr. Franklin looking 
towards the Presidents Chair, at the back of which a rising sun happened to be 
painted, observed to a few members near him, that Painters had found it difficult to 
distinguish in their art a rising from a setting sun. J have, said he, often and often in 
the course of the Session, and the vicissitudes of my hopes and fears as to its issue, 
looked at that behind the President without being able to tell whether it was rising 
or setting: But now at length I have the happiness to know that it is a rising and not 
a setting sun. 


Franklin’s assumed text in this anecdote, the artist’s painting, is hopelessly 
ambiguous without a larger context; people can and will differ over whether 
it depicts a rising or a setting sun, just as the delegates themselves have 
differed in a final argument over whether the new Constitution will mean 
prosperity and peace for America or anarchy and civil convulsion. 

Franklin has taken a central role in these last-minute bickerings, and the 
substance of his contribution has been to raise an unavoidable epistemologi- 
cal uncertainty. “For having lived long,” he tells the Convention on Septem- 
ber 17th, “I have experienced many instances of being obliged... to 
change opinions even on important subjects, which I once thought right, but 
found to be otherwise. It is therefore that the older I grow, the more apt I am 
to doubt my own judgment.” The point of this comment is to encourage his 
divided colleagues to settle for an “apparent unanimity” where “real” accord 
is impossible and to urge them to incorporate that subterfuge into the 
Constitution itself. Knowing that the delegates are divided, that they cannot 
hang together, Franklin successfully moves that the Constitution be ap- 
proved “by the unanimous consent of the States present,” the majority of each 
delegation being for ratification. 

In accepting Franklin’s “convenient” motion, the framers of the Constitu- 
tion, as reported in Madison's Notes of Debates in the Federal Convention, see and 
welcome, “the ambiguity of the proposed form of signing.” Unanimity, of 
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course, is less than the truth. Three leading members of the Convention — 
Edmund Randolph, Elbridge Gerry, and George Mason — refuse to sign the 
Constitution on the final day of the Convention, and three others — Luther 
Martin, Robert Yates, and John Lansing, Jr. — withdraw earlier because of 
their unhappiness with the emerging document. The unanimity injected into 
the language of the Constitution is instead a useful fiction, a myth of glorious 
harmony that the framers wield in the ideological struggle to elicit and then 
to enforce allegiance in the fight over ratification. But unanimity can be 
mobilized without hypocrisy in this fashion because the text itself has been 
accepted as an inevitable repository of epistemological ambiguities. Philo- 
sophical uncertainty, in Franklin’s sense, has become a vital source of politi- 
cal flexibility and literary creativity. 

Franklin’s strangely useful pessimism about human understanding might 
appear idiosyncratic but for the fact that it is shared, even amplified, by a 
more important leader of the Convention — by James Madison, Father of the 
Constitution. At issue is how a writer turns a necessarily ambiguous text into 
a tool of ideological conformity. The whole problem of consensus is a vexing 
one in Madison’s writings. The most famous Federalist Paper, No. 10, may 
argue that disagreement and faction will yield to “the extent and proper 
structure of the Union,” but Federalist No. 37, also from Madison's pen, 
reveals paralyzing philosophical uncertainties that call the entire realm of 
human agreement into question. Here, in one of the darkest thrusts of the 
American Enlightenment, Madison describes three intruding levels of chaos 
in human existence: “the obscurity arising from the complexity of objects,” 
“the imperfection of the human faculties,” and the failure of language itself 
(“the medium through which the conceptions of men are conveyed to each 
other adds a fresh embarrassment”). 

When these elements are compounded in the actual process of human 
perception — “indistinctness of the object, imperfection of the organ of con- 
ception, inadequateness of the vehicle of ideas” ~ we are left with a world of 
impenetrable “gloom,” one filled with “dark and degraded pictures which 
display the infirmities and depravities of the human character.” This world is 
so impoverished with its “discordant opinions,” “mutual jealousies . . . fac- 
tions, contentions, and disappointments” that Madison’s “man of candor” 
regards mere agreement with surprise and the presumed unanimity of the 
Constitutional Convention with “wonder” and “astonishment.” Only “a fin- 
ger of that Almighty hand” can have supplied such a level of understanding 
in mere men. As he tells Jefferson just a month after the Convention, “it is 
impossible to consider the degree of concord which ultimately prevailed as 
less than a miracle.” 

The point of Federalist No. 37 is that real agreement becomes impossible 
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without imposed manipulation and design — a manipulation and design that 
can be traced to the pen of Madison as easily as he has traced them to the 
finger of God. His talk of miracles and Providence may trade on the colonial 
tradition of unanimity in the community of saints as the human expression of 
God’s will, and it surely echoes a covenant tradition in American constitu- 
tionalism that begins in 1629 with the transfer of the charter of the Massachu- 
setts Bay Company to the New World (“every of us doth hereby freely and 
sincerely promise and bind himselfe in the word of a christian and in the 
presence of God who is the searcher of all hearts”). But Madison, “the man of 
pious reflection” in Federalist No. 37, is more a child of the secular Enlighten- 
ment. The substructure of his statement, and particularly the metaphor 
about a guiding finger, suggests how the writing of the Constitution involves 
an aesthetics of conscious human control, how the document itself depends 
upon questions of craft. The Constitution operates as a place where “theoreti- 
cal propriety” and “extraneous considerations” can meet and where a molding 
hand resolves the difference. 

How are we to know that the Constitution represents a rising and not a 
setting sun? What is it about the text itself that leads fallible observers to the 
same conclusion? The rhetoric of the framers urges us to answer these ques- 
tions by thinking of the Constitution as the expression of a shared truth 
devised by the elected representatives of an enlightened people. We are 
urged, in other words, to mystify the text in question. Quite another set of 
answers comes to mind if we think of the text as created text, as a manipu- 
lated and manipulative work, as the imposed truth of a conscious and philo- 
sophically sophisticated elite, as the concrete product of James Madison, 
Edmund Randolph, James Wilson, and Gouverneur Morris — the four men 
who in 1787 actually write succeeding drafts from the Virginia Plan of late 
May, through the Report of the Committee of the Whole in mid-June, to the 
copy reported by the Committee of Detail in early August, to the Constitu- 
tion as submitted by the Committee of Style in mid-September. The craft of 
the document ts one of its most ignored features. 


IV 


National deliberations have rarely developed into intellectually impressive 
events. The Federal Convention stands out not just because of the oft-noted 
genius of its participants but because of their practiced talents as men of 
letters. The Constitution is a marvel of concision, emerging as it does from 
four months of florid effusion and often bitter debate. It contains just five 
thousand words of the plainest prose, cast within a one-sentence preamble 
and seven brief articles. Neither verbiage, nor allusion, nor admonition 
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interrupts its prescriptive clarity; there is very little linguistic novelty, al- 
most no philosophical innovation, and minimal elaboration. But these eva- 
sions are counterbalanced by a series of more subtle commitments. Brief 
rather than cryptic, the Constitution confirms a familiar past. Every word 
belongs to the realm of common understanding in eighteenth-century Ameri- 
can experience, and many of them are taken directly from the constitutions of 
the states and from the Articles of Confederation in a reaffirmation of republi- 
can principle. 

Chief among the drafters’ skills is their ability to grasp and then wield a 
common understanding. Like John Adams, who watches anxiously from 
England, the framers use the state constitutions as the repositories of an 
American identity in the 1780s. Use, however, signifies more than a knowl- 
edge of documents; it also means making constitutional language one’s own. 
Adams, as drafter in his own right of the Massachusetts Constitution of 
1780, offers A Defence of the Constitutions of Government of the United States of 
America (1787-8) as “a specimen of that kind of reading and reasoning which 
produced the American constitutions.” His themes are “the well-ordered 
constitution” as the holder of “futurity in America”.and the state constitu- 
tions as the true history of an emerging republicanism. 

Consensus over Adams’s assumptions is a matter of practice. Between 
1776 and 1784, every state except Rhode Island and Connecticut writes and 
adopts a new constitution. Seventeen new constitutions in all are written in 
America during the course of the Revolution, and the number is one key to 
interpretation. Even the best writer struggles through lesser works before a 
masterpiece becomes possible. Just so, the framers in Philadelphia prepare 
themselves in the workshops of congressional and state assemblies. Forty of 
the fifty-five delegates already have served in both. Half of that number have 
participated directly in the writing of state constitutions and territorial 
ordinances. The quantum jump in quality of language and conception be- 
tween the Articles of Confederation and the Constitution actually occurs 
step-by-step in state convention after state convention. 

The framers take the measure of their own growing ability in the very first 
speech of the Convention. Edmund Randolph begins his criticism of the 
Articles of Confederation by exonerating the authors of that document for 
errors made “in the then infancy of the science, of constitutions, & of confed- 
eracies.” Infancy, in Randolph’s terms, refers to an understanding that is just 
ten years old, and it includes many of the men sitting around him in 
Independence Hall; obviously, much has been learned in the intervening 
decade by American revolutionaries, many of whom are still only middle- 
aged. A new sophistication in the science of constitutions has reduced a series 
of primal uncertainties. What does it mean to write out a constitution when 
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the ideal model of the British Constitution assumes an unwritten status? To 
whom does one address such a document amidst raging debates about the 
locus and feasibility of sovereignty? How and where, precisely, does funda- 
mental law lie upon a page also dedicated to the artificial machinery of 
modern government? 

The state constitutions that intervene between 1776 and 1787 curb the 
unfamiliar by placing it within familiar form. They, in effect, bring the 
framers to a greater awareness of genre. Only in repetition do possibilities 
become apparent. Generic skill is clearest in the framers’ many shorthand 
references to state constitutions on the Convention floor; their mastery, in 
their self-confidence amidst every difficulty. Even though they are politically 
divided, they remain collectively committed to the sequent toil of successive 
drafts of the Constitution. They share a series of assumptions about the way 
narrative, form, and style control unruly content, and they have learned what 
to avoid in each other. Their borrowings from the state constitutions are, in 
consequence, all the more impressive because so discriminating. Witness the 
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careful circumvention of controversial terms like “national,” “republic,” and 
“federal.” 

The framers’ knowledge of genre is especially evident in their willingness 
to seek form as a primary source of meaning. Compared with the looser 
prolixity of the state constitutions, the generalities of the Constitution lie 
within a precise arrangement of tone and structure. The seven articles are 
clearly deployed in descending order of length, concern, and difficulty. The 
first three articles — on the legislative, executive, and judicial branches — 
give the crux of the Constitution. Each moves from description of a branch of 
government into issues of qualification and selection for office and then to an 
enumeration of powers and limits. 

Each article also demonstrates that the engaged delegates have come to 
understand the deepest workings of constitutional language. The hardest 
lesson, one that the Committee of Detail articulates on July 26th, involves 
simplicity. Edmund Randolph and John Rutledge, for the committee, see 
the necessity of a scope, style, and tone that will trust to form over detail. As 
they draft a constitution that will be properly “fundamental,” they agree “to 
use simple and precise language, and general propositions” and “to insert 
essential principles only, lest the operations of government should be 
clogged.” This spirit of restraint, captured in Madison’s Notes of Debates in the 
Federal Convention, can dominate the writing process precisely because it 
claims clarity of form as its goal. Randolph and Rutledge distinguish sharply 
between “the construction of a constitution” and the more open-ended enu- 
meration of mere law; only the former requires “the shortest scheme that can 
be adopted.” The accessibility of the framers’ document absolutely depends 
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upon this distinction. The Federal Constitution can be twice as clear as 
forerunners like the Massachusetts Constitution of 1780 in part because it 1s 
less than half as long. 

The Constitution itself literalizes appropriate form. The empowering pres- 
ence of the people, as the prerequisite to all government, comes first in “we, 
the people.” This preamble is then joined by the specific articles of govern- 
ment to a conclusion that portrays union on the very face of the document. 
The signers of the Constitution appear neither in alphabetical order, nor by 
presumed importance or seniority, nor in haphazard fashion. They are 
grouped, instead, by state with the states themselves appearing in geographi- 
cal order from north to south, starting with New Hampshire in the north and 
working in sequence through Georgia in the extreme south. The United 
States thus appear on the page in familiar map form — the perfect icon in 
answer to Madison’s fears about indistinct objects, imperfect perception, and 
faulty language. 

This iconicity reflects the Constitution makers’ sense of their work and of 
themselves as “framing” and “framers.” Most famously, Madison in Federalist 
No. 51 uses “framing a government” to evoke the necessary controls (internal 
and external) that distinguish a government of men from one of angels. The 
metaphor of framing, a general one in the discourse of the delegates at the 
Convention, conjoins act and object, creation and control, regularity and 
contrivance with the overarching notion of order as the ultimate source of 
many different meanings. 

In Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language (1755), “frame” includes “to 
form or fabricate by orderly construction and union of various parts,” “to 
make,” “to regulate,” “to invent,” and, from the noun, “a fabrick, any thing 
constructed of various parts or members,” “any thing made so as to inclose or 
admit something else,” “order; regularity; adjusted series or disposition,” 
“scheme,” “contrivance, “projection.” The Constitution, self-consciously 
the fabric of union, is all of these things, but most particularly it encloses 
and, thereby, creates form in the midst of chaos. Without the weaver’s fabric, 
the frame signifies only a void. Alexander Hamilton, no friend of the original 
plan, turns this opposition of order and chaos into the rallying call for 
ratification when he asks on September 17th, “Is it possible to deliberate 
between anarchy and Convulsion on one side, and the chance of good to be 
expected from the plan on the other?” 

The frame, together with the framers’ effort, insists upon what might have 
been thought to be missing: recognizable form. It is both a claim of accom- 
plishment and a rejection of prevalent fears. Just how prevalent these fears 
have become in 1787 can be seen in George Washington’s own pessimism 
over the “little ground on which the hope of a good establishment can be 
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formed.” “I almost despair of seeing a favourable issue on the proceedings of 
our Convention,” he writes to Hamilton on July roth, “and do therefore 
repent having had any agency in the business.” Framing is that act of agency 
depersonalized, the very method of establishing common ground or good 
form. As noun, “frame,” it is also the act accomplished, the proof of common 
ground. 

The belief in boundaries intrinsic to the metaphor also eases the three 
central innovations of the Constitution, all of which involve a chilling open- 
endedness in conventional eighteenth-century political thought: first, the 
amorphous and changeable people as the foundation of all authority; second, the 
constitutional separation of powers in government; and, third, the sharing of 
sovereignty between the nation and states. None of these ideas lends unifying 
form to the early American mind, and all three generate uneasiness and 
debate. Framing is the visual aid for an assumed congruity. The eighty-five 
Federalist Papers build around these premises. They argue that the new na- 
tional fabric is a uniformity woven of apposite parts and not a weak tissue, 
not a mere contrivance. 

To be sure, the arguments themselves are easy to accept only in retrospect, 
but if they also require an act of faith in the troubled 1780s, the visual 
possibilities in framing encourage a useful personification. In the ratification 
process, who the framers ave counts for as much as what has been framed. As 
Madison warns Edmund Randolph in January 1788, “{H]ad the Constitution 
been framed & recommended by an obscure individual, instead of a body 
possessing public respect & confidence . . . it would have commanded little 
attention from those who now admire its wisdom.” The personages who enter 
the Convention also emerge immeasurably greater in Madison’s description of 
what they accomplish. Their act of framing, in all of its unifying implica- 
tions of craftsmanship and communal success, constructs a public body wor- 
thy of respect and confidence out of conspicuous individuals who often 
disagree. 

Two other considerations reinforce the literary ability that the delegates 
bring to Philadelphia. By 1787 a majority of Americans embrace the Conven- 
tion as the appropriate institutional arrangement for contemplating national 
union. Political legitimacy insures the high quality of its participants as well 
as their self-confidence and mutual awareness. In the first month of the 
Convention, Madison, Franklin, and George Mason all write that they can 
hope for much from a Convention made up of, in Madison’s words to Wil- 
liam Short, “the best contribution of talents the States could make for the 
occasion.” Franklin, writing to Richard Price, sees “the principal people in 
the several states” around him. “America,” adds George Mason to his son, 
“has certainly, upon this occasion, drawn forth her first characters.” 
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Not uncontested, the legitimacy of the forum nonetheless brings the 
recognition of a golden opportunity to bear on the proceedings, and when 
troubles mount in late June and early July that knowledge is saving. On June 
26th, Madison and Hamilton warn that, because they are “digesting a plan 
which in its operation wd. decide forever the fate of Republican Govt.,” 
failure will mean “it would be disgraced & lost among ourselves, disgraced & 
lost to mankind forever.” Three days later, Hamilton summarizes the impor- 
tance of the moment. “It is a miracle that we are now here exercising our 
tranquil & free deliberations on the subject,” he observes. “It would be 
madness to trust to future miracles.” Then, on July 5th, Gouverneur Morris 
uses the theme to make his colleagues “extend their views.” Each delegate, “a 
Representative of America,” must also think as “a Representative of the 
whole human race; for the whole human race will be affected by the proceed- 
ings of this Convention.” In these and other exhortations, the framers define 
a special purpose. They engage in what Herman Melville will later term “the 
shock of recognition,” the moment in which creativity takes its own measure 
to move beyond itself. 

The second consideration suggests a more subtle and generally forgotten 
influence, one that also enables Madison’s “best contribution of talents” to 
understand and thrive upon itself. The delegates who attend the Convention 
conceive of themselves as eighteenth-century gentlemen of letters. Much has 
been made of their adept use of committee structures, their secrecy and 
restraint before publication, their willingness to suggest solutions without 
insisting upon personal investment, and their ability to compromise over 
language. By and large, these characteristics are exactly what one can hope 
for in the exemplary writers of the time. The true gentleman of letters 
privileges reason over emotion, writes for a small group of social peers, 
circulates drafts among those peers for correction, avoids publication until 
agreement is reached, and leaves his work unsigned. In short, the very 
qualities that critics have cited as weaknesses in early American fiction, 
poetry, and drama become strengths in the literature of public documents. 
The retreat to committee arrangements for compromise reveals only the most 
obvious of these strengths. 

Surely the most remarkable trait of the Convention has to do with the 
delegation of sensitive writing tasks within committees to embattled figures 
like Edmund Randolph, James Wilson, and Gouverneur Morris. These men 
take strong stands in debate on the floor of the Convention, and yet their 
colleagues can trust them to express the general will when writing by assign- 
ment. The official selflessness of the man of letters is crucial in this frequent 
behavior pattern. Not until the 1830s do Americans learn for certain that the 
aristocratic, thoroughly conservative Gouverneur Morris penned the final 
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draft of the Constitution. News of his authorship in 1787 would surely have 
hurt chances for ratification, but Madison, a sometime opponent of Morris, 
knows that the gentlemanly tradition minimizes the danger of publicity. As 
he tells Jared Sparks in 1831, “[A] better choice could not have been made, 
as the performance of the task proved.” 

The role of the man of letters channels authorial identity into a social or 
corporate orientation. Half a century later, writing to William Cogswell in 
1834, Madison is still insisting on the essence of that collective spirit. “You 
give me a credit to which I have no claim, in calling me ‘The writer of the 
Constitution of the U.S.,’ ” he explains. “This was not like the fabled God- 
dess of Wisdom, the offspring of a single brain. It ought to be regarded as the 
work of many heads and many hands.” More than modesty dictates Madison’s 
response. His notion of “many heads and many hands” is the source of all 
agreement in the writing of the Constitution. The aesthetic of the man of 
letters blends perfectly into a politics of ratification. 

Unjustly ignored today, Washington’s letter delivering the Constitution to 
Congress is a model of this convergence. Sent “By unanimous Order of the 
Convention” on September 17th, the letter uses the undifferentiated, first- 
person plural pronoun to incorporate every level of decorum: “In all our 
deliberations on this subject [differences among the several states} we kept 
steadily in our view, that which appears to us the greatest interest of every 
true American, the consolidation of our Union.” A gentlemen’s agreement 
over language is also a national consensus in spite of difference. The litany of 
pronominal possessives conflates framer and ordinary citizen, “our delibera- 
tions” and “our view” referring to the framers’ decisions but merging with 
“our Union,” the perspective of every true American. 

Washington then alludes to differences that might have been expected but 
that never materialize. Again, the guiding decorum of the framers as gentle- 
men is also the larger decorum of the true American perspective. In Washing- 
ton’s words, “the Constitution, which we now present, is the result of a spirit 
of amity.” Those who disagree must remember that the document grows out 
of “mutual deference and concession” and that it, therefore, “is liable to as 
few exceptions as could reasonably have been expected.” The acceptable 
exceptions already have been made. By extension, a challenge to any part of 
the final document violates the decorum of amity, forgets “the greatest 
interest of every American,” and endangers “our prosperity, felicity, safety, 
perhaps our national existence.” These words follow the tactic already traced 
in the preamble of the Constitution, and they prefigure the framers’ larger 
strategy in the ratification debates. The people share in the act of writing 
through the related act of ratification. Agreement with the document looms 
as the acceptable interpretation of it. 
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The evolution of these strategies can be seen in the framers’ final debates. 
At sometime in the rearrangement of twenty-three loose articles into the 
tightened, final version of seven, a majority decides that their text should not 
be opened to reinterpretation. The Committee of Style presents the Constitu- 
tion’s ultimate amendment clause on September 12th with its stipulations on 
how subsequent changes are to become “part thereof,” a phrase subsequently 
changed to “Part of this Constitution.” The word “part” in this context 
means “extension.” One need only compare such language with the relevant 
clause in the Articles of Confederation, which allows for the possibility of 
“alteration” within the articles themselves. 

Amendments to the Constitution are added on to a document that remains 
intact despite every revision. The whole discussion of constitutional change 
takes place between September 15th and 17th, amidst the framers’ rejection 
of calls for a second convention and their decision to resist the right of state 
ratifying conventions to alter language in the document. As Edmund Ran- 
dolph notes, their stance leaves the people with just two alternatives regard- 
ing the Constitution, “accepting or rejecting it in toto.” “Conventions,” 
observes Charles Pinckney for the majority, “are serious things, and ought 
not to be repeated.” 

The major literary consequence of ratification is the addition of a Bill of 
Rights. But even these restrictive adjustments — the bargain struck after two 
years of debate in the first Congress and the state assemblies — have the effect 
of magnifying the overall document. The original framers reject the need for 
a Bill of Rights because, as Roger Sherman argues on September 12th, “the 
State Declarations of Rights are not repealed by this Constitution; and being 
in force are sufficient.” Sherman’s argument, accepted by the Convention, 
assumes that the Constitution must always be read in conjunction with the 
state constitutions. When anti-Federalists demand instead that the Constitu- 
tion supply an independent guarantee of individual rights, their insistence 
has the ironic effect of letting the document stand on its own. The traditional 
Anglo—Saxon freedoms of speech, religion, press, the right to bear arms, and 
trial by jury lend another level of identification and allow the Constitution to 
emerge as an autonomous and complete expression of republican government 
and American politics. The first ten amendments also seal off the original 
document. When they are passed and then added to the text in 1791, they 
insure that all further changes will be supplementary rather than integral to 
the language of the framers. 

Lengthy debate over the amendments in the summer of 1789 confirms the 
realization of form in the Constitution. Notably, Congress spends almost as 
much time arguing over the placement of amendments as it does discussing 
their substance. The strongest proponents of a Bill of Rights and perhaps an 
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initial majority in Congress want to re-draft the preamble of the constitu- 
tion, but attempts to do so please no one. Those who prefer to incorporate 
the amendments into the body of the document fail for similar reasons; 
friends deplore the loss of a separate statement on basic rights, and opponents 
resist alterations that would spoil an existing lucidity. James Jackson of 
Georgia seems to have spoken for many on the floor of Congress when he 
argues that the Constitution as ratified must be left untouched. To amend 
internally would leave the document “patched up, from time to time, with 
various stuffs resembling Joseph’s coat of many colors.” In the end, Roger 
Sherman, opponent of a Bill of Rights on the Convention floor in 1787, 
moves the successful proposal in Congress to add amendments “by way of 
supplement.” Debate and the drafting of its own language in the amendment 
process drive Congress back on the original structure in framing. 

Madison, for one, is quick to see that the Bill of Rights strengthens the 
new government. The amendments, he writes to Jefferson in December 
1788, will “give to the Government its due popularity and stability.” Of his 
own considerable role, first, in crafting those amendments so that they do 
not interfere with enumerated constitutional powers and, second, in shep- 
herding them through the federal government, he ts typically discreet. “I 
should have acted from prudence,” he tells Edmund Randolph in 1789, “the 
very part to which I have been led by choice.” There may be no more succinct 
gauge of creativity in the literature of public documents. 

Choice is instinctively prudential in such writing; the claim of inevitability, 
its best defense. In keeping with these tones, the amendments themselves take 
the plainest, most laconic expression. They are like the Constitution itself — in 
direct contrast to the elaborate prose of the state constitutions and state declara- 
tions of rights. Each of the first ten amendments ts a single sentence with the 
longest employing one hundred and six words and the shortest just sixteen; 
five amendments are thirty words or less. In the consensual apparatus of 
writing out agreement, debate means less rather than more. “Nothing of a 
controvertible nature,” Madison explains to Edmund Pendleton during the 
process, “ought to be hazarded by those who are sincere in wishing for the 
approbation of = of each House, and = of the State Legislatures.” 

Making prudence the whole of choice must be understood against a strug- 
gle for ratification that could have gone either way. For if Delaware, New 
Jersey, Connecticut, Maryland, and South Carolina accept the Constitution 
with relative ease, the vital large states — Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, Vir- 
ginia, and New York — engage in prolonged contests and pass the Constitu- 
tion by narrow and bitter margins. Massachusetts ratifies by just ten votes 
out of a total of three hundred and fifty-five cast; Virginia, by ten out of one 
hundred and sixty-eight; New York, by three out of fifty-seven. North 
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Carolina first rejects the Constitution altogether, reconsidering a year later in 
1789. When recalcitrant Rhode Island finally joins the new government in 
1790, it is by two votes from a total of sixty-six. Americans are a divided 
people in 1788. The surprise is not in their differences but in the speed with 
which they resolved conflict in their first decade under the new Constitution. 


Vv 


Communal acceptance of the Constitution remains one of the mysteries of 
early republican life. In literary terms, the shift involves nothing less than 
the crystallization of a genre, the moment when decisive accomplishment 
transforms an art form and everyone’s understanding of it. The reasons for 
this change of perspective in the writing and reading of constitutions are 
various. When John Adams, using hindsight in 1815, summarizes the pe- 
riod as “the age of revolutions and constitutions,” the phrase contains a vital 
expectation. Constitutions resolve revolutions. 

The assumption, one widely shared by early republicans, is that constitu- 
tional forms define revolutionary accomplishment and, thereby, American 
culture itself. Not for the last time, the written word is the comprehended act. 
But even this predilection only begins to explain the strength and scope of a 
new faith. In the 1790s, Americans turn their disputed document into the 
universal symbol of an era. The Constitution now fixes all previous aspects of 
revolutionary activity, especially the disruptive or chaotic parts, into a text for 
all to read. Aaron Hall of New Hampshire offers an early version of the 
controlling truism. “Till this period,” he declares in an oration from 1788, 
“the revolution in America has never appeared to me to be completed; but this 
is laying on the cap-stone of the great American Empire.” 

The expectations in closure change how the Constitution must be re- 
garded. If ordaining and establishing a republican form of government in 
America at the end of the eighteenth century possesses a universal signifi- 
cance in human history, as the framers in Philadelphia themselves claim so 
frequently, then the artifact of ordination and establishment, their docu- 
ment, easily becomes more than mere language. In its simplest form, these 
pressures turn the text of the Constitution into an independent repository of 
moral value. Republican virtue resides not in the act of clarification, a 
frequent call in the early 1780s, but in the clarifying result, the battle cry of 
ratification in 1788. The Constitution becomes not a symptom of virtue but 
the extent of virtue then possible. 

Adams, writing his Defence of the Constitutions in the same year as the 
Federal Convention, shows the way by insisting that constitutionalism en- 
ables virtue and not vice versa. “The best republics will be virtuous, and have 
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been so,” he argues, “but we may hazard a conjecture that the virtues have 
been the effect of the well-ordered constitution, rather than the cause.” 
Adams and other early republican intellectuals use their readings in British 
empirical thought to claim that institutions, not the manners and morals of a 
people, guarantee good government. What they add on their own in 1787 
and after is the notion that a written text, the Constitution, can function as 
such an institution — the centra/ institution. 

Madison’s writings play heavily on the theme. The Revolution, he ex- 
plains in the National Gazette for January 19, 1792, distinguishes between 
European “charters of liberty . . . granted by power” and American “charters 
of power granted by liberty.” As with Adams, constitutionalism defines the 
meaning of revolutionary action. Madison’s “revolution in the practice of the 
world” becomes a matter of wielding and understanding official language 
properly. “In proportion to the value of this revolution; in proportion to the 
importance of instruments, every word of which decides a question between 
power and liberty ... ought to be the vigilance with which they are 
guarded by every citizen.” 

Madison claims that American constitutions, as expressions of liberty 
rather than of power, are infinitely more precious but also inevitably more 
complicated than their European counterparts. This complexity “requires a 
more than common reverence for the authority which is to preserve order 
thro’ the whole.” The charters of government in America are the worthiest 
objects of reverence because “{a}s truths, none can be more sacred” and “{a}s 
metes and bounds of governments, they transcend all other land-marks.” 
These public documents are the ultimate sources of definition in the culture. 
In consequence, texts like the Constitution require more than understand- 
ing. The citizen’s highest duty 1s to protect and preserve “charters of govern- 
ment . . . superior in obligation to all others, because they give effect to all 
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others.” “How devoutly it is to be wished, then,” concludes Madison, “that 
the public opinion of the United States should be enlightened; that it should 
attach itself to their governments as delineated in great charters. . . that it 
should guarantee with a holy zeal, these political scriptures from every at- 
tempt to add to or diminish from them.” 

The many valences of Madison’s appeal — the careful balances and propor- 
tions of liberty and power, value and vigilance, effect and obligation, to- 
gether with the conflated symbolism of transcendent landmarks, sacred 
truths, political scriptures, enlightened opinion, and holy zeal — keep the 
idea of constitutionalism at the center of every frame of early republican 
reference, whether scientific, political, economic, geographical, or religious. 
Individuals, society, and government are to cohere in the attachment to 
constitutionalism. Americans, so attached, will act out their commitment to 
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the Revolution and define themselves accordingly through their appreciation 
of the documents of origination. As the ultimate spirit of consolidation in 
American culture, as the highest expression of the republican experiment, as 
a symptom of the advanced stage in the Enlightenment, and as one of the 
most discussed documents on the face of the earth in 1790, the Constitution 
must evoke the reverence that Madison stipulates. 

Spontaneous and enduring, that reverence also has obscured an overall 
achievement in the literature of public documents. Other official writings 
from the period, some of consummate power, have been lost in the shadow of 
the Constitution. In several ways, “The Virginia Statute of Religious Lib- 
erty” (1786) provides a more moving and coherent statement of Enlighten- 
ment principles. Drafted by Thomas Jefferson, it places an awareness of 
mental powers (“Almighty God hath created the mind free”) against darker 
realizations (“the impious presumptions of legislators and rulers . . . being 
themselves but fallible and uninspired men”). An ensuing list of injuries, 
incapacities, corruptions, briberies, temptations, fallacies, and intrusions 
represent the excesses of religious establishment. Truth alone — also gendered 
separately as female virtue against masculine error — stands against these 
dangers. Even so, “truth is great and will prevail if left to herself”; only 
“human interposition,” literally violation, can “disarm her.” Truth’s natural 
weapons are free argument and debate. They are, however, sufficient; “errors 
ceasing to be dangerous when it is permitted freely to contradict them.” In 
Jefferson’s formulation, the Virginia legislature enacts its own implied mar- 
riage to truth by wrapping itself in the same protections of freedom and 
nature: “we are free to declare, and do declare, that the rights hereby asserted 
are of the natural rights of mankind.” 

The Northwest Ordinance from 1787, also an ignored expression of the 
American mind, 1s the cardinal achievement of Congress in the first ten years 
of the Republic. The clearest and most compelling picture of union in the 
period, the Ordinance guarantees the spread of republican government across 
the continent. It is drafted by Nathan Dane of Massachusetts, and its provi- 
sions mandate and orchestrate the appropriate stages of development from 
wilderness to territory to something like colonized status to full equality in 
statehood. Here, as well, are most of the central ideals of the culture rendered 
as practices: the assurances of due process in law, of equal inheritance, of the 
general availability of property, and of freedom of travel; the call for a 
systematic plan of public education; the protection of minorities in the 
promise of “utmost good faith” toward Native-American peoples; the exten- 
sion of “the fundamental principles of civil and religious liberty” to all 
persons regardless of citizenship; and, most courageously for the times, the 
prohibition of slavery throughout the territory. In analyzing “the celebrated 
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‘Ordinance ” as “the model of all subsequent territorial governments,” Timo- 
thy Walker's seminal Introduction to American Law (1837) finds that “for 
brevity, comprehension, and forecast, it has no superior in the annals of 
legislation.” 

Brevity, comprehension, and forecast: these virtues mark the extraordinary 
general achievement in public documents by the writers of the early Repub- 
lic. As works of literature, documents like the Constitution, the Statute of 
Religious Toleration, and the Northwest Ordinance set a standard for new 
generations of writers to reach for. They also assure that the tenuous bond 
between aspiration and realization will never be lost completely. More, as in 
any living literary tradition, they lend themselves to further interpretation in 
each additional expression, or, in this case, in the further exposition of 
democratic and republican principles; they sustain and guide the skills of 
continuing interpretation. 

As with any other literary masterpiece, the Constitution encourages even 
as 1t dominates thought. All but forgotten are the first important arguments 
concerning strict and loose construction of constitutional language: the de- 
bate originated by George Washington, as president, but written out by his 
secretaries of state and of the treasury in early 1791. Jefferson, offering his 
opinion on February 15th of that year, and Hamilton, just a week later, take 
the constitutionality of the projected United States Bank as their assigned 
subject, and their dispute has remained the most cogent single exchange on 
federal power (limited or implied) across two centuries of constitutional 
debate. Subsequently, Hamilton’s Report on Manufactures (1791) and Jeffer- 
son's “Kentucky Resolutions” (1798) extend their respective views. The issue 
they raise, central authority versus state rights, eludes resolution by the very 
nature of the federated Republic, but its ramifications are already clear in 
these four documents taken together — all from the first decade of the new 
government. 

The loftiest of constitutional interpretations, those of John Marshall as 
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, help to explain the power and excitement 
in all other interpretations. “[W]e must never forget,” Marshall explains in 
M'Culloch v. Maryland (1819), “that it is a constitution we are expounding.” 
He never does, and neither do other early republican intellectuals who wish 
to be heard. As the singular experiment in thought of the period, the 
Constitution always guarantees an audience when it is the subject. Marshall’s 
choice of language is also instructive. “To expound” means to set forth or 
declare in detail; as well, “to explain” or “to interpret,” especially where 
scripture or religious formularies are concerned, and also to offer a particular 
interpretation, to construe in a specified manner, chiefly in law. 

Marshall’s opinions resonate with all of these possibilities. Chief among all 
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of them, however, is his assumption of a vital and absorbing enterprise, one 
that Americans will accept as their primary intellectual concern. When, for 
example, he first establishes the right of judicial review in Marbury v. Madt- 
son (1803), Marshall begins by assuming “a question deeply interesting to the 
United States.” But why is it so interesting? After all, the question itself is a 
simple one and easily answered (“not of an intricacy proportioned to its 
interest”). No, the reader’s interest in this case, and in all of Marshall’s major 
Opinions, come from the assertion that the Constitution is somehow in 
jeopardy. As Marshall puts the matter in converting legal principle into 
dramatic story, there is a danger of “doctrine {that} would subvert the very 
foundation of all written constitutions” and that “reduces to nothing” the 
Federal Constitution. Americans must listen because Marshall’s answer to that 
doctrine will touch “the basis on which the whole American fabric has been 
erected.” 

Opinions like Marbury v. Madison, M’Culloch v. Maryland, Dartmouth Col- 
lege v. Woodward (1819), and Gibbons v. Ogden (1824) are essentially celebra- 
tions of the achievement of the framers. “Expounding” the Constitution is 
every citizen’s link to that achievement. In the America of Marbury v. Madi- 
son, “where written constitutions have been viewed with so much reverence,” 
the “very great exertion” of the framers signifies the “original and supreme 
will” of government as well as “the greatest improvement on political institu- 
tions’ of the age. Any law repugnant to the Constitution is therefore necessar- 
ily void. The supreme importance of what the framers have done translates 
easily into the supremacy (and continuing excitement) of the document that 
they have rendered. 

The framers, always invoked in these opinions, protect the vitality, the 
importance, and the simplicity of originating language. They are, in this 
sense, literary guardians as well as lawgivers and political leaders. In Dart- 
mouth College v. Woodward, a “general spirit” in the Constitution excludes 
“unnecessary or “mischievous” interpretations that “the framers of the consti- 
tution could never have intended to insert in that instrument.” Because this 
spirit resides only in the strength of a common understanding, M’Culloch v. 
Maryland warns against turning the Constitution into “the prolixity of a legal 
code.” Danger looms in too much complexity of interpretation. If expanded 
into a code, the Constitution “could scarcely be embraced by the human 
mind” and “would probably never be understood by the public.” Gibbons v. 
Ogden follows with its own criticism of “powerful and ingenious minds” that 
“entangle and perplex understanding, so as to obscure principles which were 
before thought quite plain.” Marshall’s recurring standard, announced here, 
is that “the enlightened patriots who framed our constitution, and the people 
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who adopted it, must be understood to have employed words in their natural 
sense, and to have intended what they have said.” 

These passages capture a final capacity in the literature of public docu- 
ments. Marshall believes that ordinary language must encompass the most 
intricate of philosophical and political problems. And without exception, the 
leading documents of the period support his conclusion. Time and again, 
these formative writings subsume complexity in a narrative and form that 
speak directly and easily to the largest common audience. This 1s not to say 
that writers like Jefferson, Madison, Hamilton, and Marshall ignore underly- 
ing complexity; they overcome it. 

Actual articulations of difficulty illustrate the point perfectly. Madison, 
writing to Jefferson on October 24, 1787, calls the Constitution “a task more 
difficult than can be well conceived by those who were not concerned in the 
execution of it.” Franklin tells Pierre-Samuel DuPont de Nemours that the 
Convention should be compared to an infinitely complex game of chess in 
which every move is contested. From hindsight in 1818, John Adams thinks 
of thirteen clocks striking simultaneously, “a perfection of mechanism which 
no artist had ever before effected.” In every case, the fact of difficulty gives 
way to a metaphoric projection of ease 1n competence and accomplishment. 
Madison’s executor of a task, Franklin’s chess player, and Adams’s artist all 
know what to do and how to do it. Jefferson best describes the self-confidence 
involved. “It is a part of the American character,” he writes his daughter in 
the anxious year of 1787, “to consider nothing as desperate; to surmount 
every difficulty by resolution and contrivance.” The combination is illuminat- 
ing: resolution (an act of will) permits contrivance (the ability to invent order 
in a Crisis). 

The literature of public documents flows out of this peculiar dynamic. 
Optimism, resolution, and contrivance, themselves minor literary virtues, 
nonetheless combine as the driving force in a creativity of almost unlimited 
effectiveness. They form, as Jefferson says, “part of the American character.” 
Within the combination, we have found perhaps a dozen works of the first 
rank, starting with the Declaration of Independence in 1776 and extending 
through John Marshall’s opinions in the 1820s. In fact, twelve works are a 
reasonable total for gauging the merit of a literary configuration, but the 
number becomes astonishing when the comparison drops to consider any 
similar time span in a civic literature. In its immediate impact, its cumula- 
tive character, its continuing importance, and its general influence, the early 
republican literature of public documents stands alone. There has been noth- 
ing quite like it before or since, this practiced skill in an official language 
that is also common to all; not in American culture nor in any other. 
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A dominating frame of reference assimilates the crises in meaning and the 
contradictions in practice that it generates. The Enlightenment shapes early 
republican culture in just this way. It is both the source of ideas and the 
boundary placed upon them in revolutionary America, both the expression of 
broad aspirations and the enforcement of narrow instrumental controls. The 
literature of public documents offers a proximate case in point. The Federal 
Constitution of 1787 embodies the central aspirations of the Enlightenment. 
In daring to know and then in imposing their knowledge, the framers assume 
the capacity of reason to define and control human society. Their text, the 
Constitution, celebrates the association between correct human mechanism 
and universal improvement. Knowledge, through mechanism, forms a more 
perfect union that will establish justice, insure tranquillity, promote the 
general welfare, and secure the blessings of liberty for the people of the 
United States. Yet, at another level, the body and mechanics of the Constitu- 
tion take back the scope and sweep of its preamble. 

Not everyone in America is so insured, so promoted, so secured, so 
blessed. Quietly but emphatically, the Constitution eliminates whole catego- 
ries from the rubric of “we, the people.” In a shocking adaptation of the 
mathematical penchants of the Enlightenment, the Constitution, in Articles 
I and 4, perpetuates the institution of slavery and reduces all individuals who 
are not “free” to three-fifths of a person. Again in Article 1, it excludes 
Native Americans from the apportionment of representation and gives Con- 
gress an exclusive power in commerce over them. More subtly, it avoids all 
mention of one-half of the population under its jurisdiction, the women of 
the United States; all pronouns referring to gender are in the masculine form. 

The calculation in such language its apparent from a simple elision. When 
the American woman actually finds a place in early drafts of the Constitu- 
tion, it is as a fugitive slave. “If any Person bound to service or labor in any of 
the United States shall escape into another State,” ran the original and 
unanimous language of August 29th, “He or She shall not be discharged . . . 
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but shall be delivered up to the person justly claiming their service or labor.” 
Obviously pertinent in this setting, the feminine referent is altogether too 
singular, too solitary in its implications for the Committee of Style when it 
tests the appropriateness of constitutional language. Just as all explicit refer- 
ence to slavery is removed from the final document, so the substitution of a 
simple and direct negative subject in the fugitive slave provision (“No person 
legally held to service”) removes the subordinate conditional clause and, with 
it, all need for a subject pronoun that carries unsettling gender connotations. 

The manipulation of language is deliberate, but how does one explain the 
recognition of discrepancy between theory and practice that such language 
implies? The simplest answer always has stressed the political needs and 
orientations of pragmatic statesmen. John Rutledge, representing South Caro- 
lina in the Federal Convention of 1787, reveals how bluntly a politics of 
interest could dominate thought. When Luther Martin of Maryland, as 
reported in Madison’s Notes of Debate in the Federal Convention, argues on 
August 21st that “it was inconsistent with the principles of the revolution 
and dishonorable to the American character to have such a feature [slavery] in 
the Constitution,” Rutledge responds that “Religion and humanity had noth- 
ing to do with this question — Interest alone is the governing principle with 
Nations — the true question at present is whether the Southn. States shall or 
shall not be parties to the Union.” 

Heeding Rutledge’s warning, early national leaders follow a politics of in- 
terest over principle. Not one of the primary founders risks a public stance on 
abolition while in a position of responsibility even though most privately op- 
pose the institution of slavery. Five of the first seven presidents (Washington, 
Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, and Jackson) own slaves, and all of the first seven, 
including John and John Quincy Adams, fully accept public silence on this 
issue as a price of highest office. The federal government will actually institu- 
tionalize silence, when Congress, in 1836, passes a “gag rule” to table without 
discussion all petitions and papers relating to slavery. These years of silence, 
1789 to 1836, also mark the period of greatest expansion in American slavery; 
the shift from an imported African work force of four hundred thousand in the 
American colonies to an indigenous slave population of more than four million 
receives its greatest impetus in 1793 with the invention of the cotton gin. 

Slavery is not the only discrepancy here. All of the major patterns of 
exclusion from citizenship grow stronger within the presumed benefits of an 
increasingly democratic culture — so much so that it is worth reexamining 
the conventional premise that these patterns represent “paradoxes” in the 
republican experiment. Black Americans, Native Americans, and women all 
lose ground in the first decades of the Republic even as the rights of citizen- 
ship are spreading to a broader population base: the workings of political 
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interest and economic advantage only begin to explain these discrepancies. 
The discrepancies in themselves — particularly the violation of the natural 
rights of slaves and the subversion of Native-American property rights — 
receive thorough airings in public forums in the last third of the eighteenth 
century. Recent scholarship has documented a previously overlooked degree 
of protest in early republican pulpits, journals, newspapers, court records, 
petitions to federal and state legislatures, speeches, travel literature, pam- 
phlets of all kinds, and the private correspondence of leading intellectuals. 
How then, the question remains, do early republicans justify inconsistencies 
that they themselves articulate? 

Recognition of the contradictions in revolutionary aspiration begins in the 
moment of inception. “I long to hear that you have declared an independancy, ” 
Abigail Adams writes her husband, John, on March 31, 1776, “ — and by the 
way in the new Code of Laws which I suppose it will be necessary for you to 
make [in the Second Continental Congress} I desire you would remember the 
Ladies, and be more generous and favourable to them than your ancestors.” In 
parallels replete with mockery and irony, she appropriates the syllogisms of 
revolutionary rhetoric for her own purposes. Her major premise, “all Men 
would be Tyrants if they could,” one often used by John Adams himself, 
supports a minor premise and direct accusation, “your Sex are Naturally Tyran- 
nical,” which, in turn, allows the standard eighteenth-century justification for 
Revolution as its conclusion. “If particular care and attention is not paid to the 
Laidies,” Abigail tells John, “we are determined to foment a Rebellion, and 
will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice, or 
Representation.” Here, three months before the fact, are the theme, the logic, 
and much of the phraseology of the Declaration of Independence. 

John Adams’s response on April 14th deserves attention not just for its sex- 
ism (“We know better than to repeal our Masculine systems”) but for its com- 
prehensive catalogue of groupings excluded from power in the Republic. This 
negative catalogue, from the individual most responsible for guiding Congress 
toward independence, illustrates the priorities and the anxieties of revolution- 
ary leaders caught in flux. Their question is not so much “What is an Ameri- 
can?” as Crevecoeur would have it in Letters from an American Farmer (1782) but, 
rather, “Who will be allowed to act as one?” In denying his wife’s request, John 
Adams and his peers in Congress try to keep all of the margins in place: 


As to your extraordinary Code of Laws, I cannot but laugh. We have been told that 
our Struggle has loosened the bands of Government every where. That Children and 
Apprentices were disobedient — that schools and Colledges were grown turbulent — 
that Indians slighted their Guardians and Negroes grew insolent to their Masters. 
But your Letter was the first Intimation that another Tribe more numerous and 
powerfull than all the rest were grown discontented. 
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Many issues are joined in this statement. The “discontented tribes” of 
America — workers, the poor, the young, Native Americans, blacks, and 
women — all enter into the universal appeal of the Revolution, while John 
Adams’s ridicule (“I cannot but laugh”), his fear (“our Struggle has loosened 
the bands of Government every where”), and his pretended ignorance (“your 
Letter was the first Intimation”) control the practical limits of achievement. 
It is not too much to suggest that the Republic continuously defines and 
redefines itself between these mixed and changing lines of hope against fear 
and that, in the process, the Revolution has partially fulfilled and partially 
reneged upon its promise each day for centuries on end. 

The basic patterns in these tensions already appear in the exchange of 
Abigail and John Adams in 1776. Abigail argues from the premise of univer- 
sal rights for a specific excluded grouping; John answers by universalizing her 
appeal to all excluded groupings in an exposure of special pleading. Abigail 
presents the basic recourse of the disenfranchised, their inclusion and partici- 
pation in a “new Code of Laws,” whereas John labels that expanded code 
“extraordinary,” literally beyond the ordinary of what is to be expected. The 
development of the Republic in time will dictate that the extraordinary 
become ordinary, but in 1776 Abigail receives the answer that the disem- 
powered regularly encounter; “be patient,” John tells her. In context, this 
call for patience refers to the prospect of independence, but John and Abigail 
Adams are acutely aware that independence creates an immediate continuum 
of challenges, and Abigail knowingly sends another answer from out of that 
continuum. “I can not say that I think you very generous to the Ladies,” she 
writes again on May 7th, “you must remember that Arbitrary power is like 
most other things which are very hard, very liable to be broken.” 

The Enlightenment supplies the lens through which both sides observe 
themselves in conflict, though it appeals to the powerful and to the powerless 
in different ways. Inasmuch as the Enlightenment emphasizes environmental 
conditioning over innate unchangeable character, it is radical in its thrust. 
And the symbol of its radicalism is an abiding faith in the efficacy of 
education and reason, the belief that learning transforms the present and, 
hence, the future forever. This is what Tom Paine means when he says in 
Common Sense that “a new method of thinking hath arisen” or that “we have it 
in Our power to begin the world over again.” It is also why Benjamin Rush, a 
signer of the Declaration of Independence, can expect a complete transforma- 
tion simply by placing newspapers in every farmhouse. In his Plan for the 
Establishment of Public Schools and the Diffusion of Knowledge in Pennsylvania 
(1786), he also announces that “the golden age, so much celebrated by the 
poets” is already within reach; legislatures need only to establish “proper 
modes and places of education in every part of the state.” 
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At the same time, the Enlightenment is a conservative force. It assumes that 
knowledge is harmonious in inclination, that it tends toward unity in form. 
The difference from Christian theology, from which it borrows much, is that it 
does not welcome the notion of apocalyptic conflict. Progressive in history, 
enlightened knowledge instinctively abhors the disobedience, turbulence, and 
insolence that Adams finds in discontented groups. Disruptions are the revers- 
ible signs of ignorance, symptoms of darkness that will disappear in the spread 
of light. Locality also gives way to universality in Enlightenment thought 
processes. Over and over in the period, writers and political figures strive for 
the largest view, and they expect to take solace in what they find there. 

Conditions in the early Republic favor the conservative over the radical to 
the extent that the Enlightenment offers an attractive vision of unity. The 
virtues of progress, harmony, universality, and achieved perspective quickly 
attach themselves to the more concrete aspiration of political union and to its 
perceived concomitant, cultural homogeneity. E Pluribus Unum, taken from 
the first volume of the English Gentlemen’s Magazine of 1731, furnishes a 
catch phrase for the wartime need of the whole when it ts first selected by the 
Continental Congress for an official seal in 1776, but, six years later, when 
formally accepted as the national motto, it already signifies how “the many” 
dissolve in the solution of “the one.” The radical impulses of the American 
Enlightenment never succumb to these homogenizing tendencies, but they 
are easily contained within them. 

The examples of Tom Paine and Benjamin Rush convey the process of 
containment. For although both writers are unusually eloquent champions of 
minority groups, they allow the continuing urgency of the Revolution to 
overshadow invidious differences. As the war ends in 1783, Paine distin- 
guishes sharply between “national character” and “local distinction” in his 
thirteenth American Crisis paper. Only the former is sacred. “Our great title is 
AMERICANS -— our inferior one varies with the place.” In the language of 
sacrifice, Paine argues that “something must be yielded up to make the 
whole secure. . . . we gain by what we give, and draw an annual interest 
greater than the capital.” Local injustices must yield to a newly forming 
national identity. The goal, now that “the times that try men’s souls” are 
over, must be to “conciliate the affections, unite the interests, and draw and 
keep the mind of the country together.” Benjamin Rush’s hopes for education 
in 1786 take a similar universalizing turn. His Plan for the Establishment of 
Public Schools will “convert men into republican machines.” “Let our pupil be 
taught that he does not belong to himself,” writes Rush, “but that he is 
public property.” 

The economic metaphors in these projections are indicative. Terms like 
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“interest,” “capital,” “machinery,” and “property” all betoken the 1n- 
strumental side of the Enlightenment. As education symbolizes the radical 
thrust, so property and economic value sanction the conservative side of 
mastery, control, and order. John Adams is the first early republican to 
articulate how these premises converge. Stung into expression, perhaps by his 
wife’s charges, Adams writes to James Sullivan on May 26, 1776, of the 
dangers in giving too much attention and sway to “the consent of the 
people.” Consent is the moral foundation of government, but it cannot be its 
agent, and Adams proposes a property qualification for the participating 
citizen that will keep everyone in place. Otherwise, he tells Sullivan, there 
will be no end of controversy and altercation. “New claims will arise”; he 
warns, “{W]omen will demand a vote, lads from twelve to twenty-one will 
think their rights not enough attended to, and every man who has not a 
farthing, will demand an equal voice with any other, in all acts of state.” 

Property can qualify and contain the spirit of equality because property 
itself, in the conventional triad of entitlements, is a more circumscribed 
natural right than life and liberty. To be sure, John Locke’s An Essay Concern- 
ing the True Original, Extent, and End of Civil Government (1690) reserves the 
property of the body and its labor to each individual (slavery is against both 
natural and positive law), but this absolute does not apply in the same way to 
real or landed property. In Locke’s own words, “{I}t is plain, that Men have 
agreed to disproportionate and unequal Possession of the Earth.” The basis of 
that inequality 1s also plain: 


God gave the World to Men in Common; but since He gave it them for their benefit, 
and the greatest Conveniences of Life they were capable to draw from it, it cannot be 
supposed he meant it should always remain common and uncultivated. He gave it to 
the use of the Industrious and Rational (and Labour was to be Ais Title to it;) not to 
the Fancy or Covetousness of the Quarrelsome and Contentious. 


Much remains implicit in Locke’s statement of relative capacities and 
disproportionate rewards. What is proper industriousness, and when does it 
degenerate into covetousness? Who are the rational, and why do they deserve 
a greater benefit? How are the wrongfully contentious to be identified, and 
by what means are they deprived of property? For those in the act of drawing 
“the greatest Conveniences of Life” from the land, the task of reason is more 
obvious. As the statements of both Adams and Locke suggest, reason recon- 
ciles universal human rights with “a disproportionate and unequal possession 
of the earth.” This is part of “the right Rule of Reason.” No wonder, then, 
that eighteenth-century conceptions of property mediate between the theory 
and practice of the Enlightenment. 
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The most perceptive contemporary essay on discrepancies in the Enlight- 
enment uses property to depict the recognition and acceptance of inconsisten- 
cies. Immanuel Kant, writing in 1793 “On the Common Saying: “This May 
be True in Theory, but it does not Apply in Practice’” (“Uber den 
Gemeinspruch: ‘Das mag in der Theorie richtig sein, taugt aber nicht fiir die 
Praxis’ ”), begins his discussion of political right by guaranteeing certain 
principles as a matter of natural law. These principles are “the freedom of every 
the equality of each with all others as a 
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member of society as a human being, 
subject,” and “the independence of each member of a commonwealth as a cztizen.” 
Kant’s principles would seem to guarantee the basic rights of all persons in 
the enlightened state, but his essay immediately qualifies the meaning of 
freedom, equality, and independence in practice. 

Each of Kant’s qualifications speaks to realities in American politics. Kant 
argues that freedom thrives only within a patriotic government, where patrio- 
tism requires that “everyone in the state, not excepting its head, regards the 
commonwealth as a maternal womb, or the land as the paternal ground from 
which he himself sprang.” Equality does not obviate “the utmost inequality of 
the mass in the degree of its possessions, whether these take the form of 
physical or mental superiority over others, or of fortuitous external property.” 
Finally, the independence of the citizen must be understood within accepted 
limitations: “The only qualification required by a citizen (apart, of course, 
from being an adult male) is that he must be his own master (sui iuris), and 
must have some property . . . to support himself.” 

The allure of the qualifying terms themselves in early republican 
ideology — patriotism, available property, and the independence of the 
citizen — helps to explain their power when turned toward exclusionary 
ends. In reality, subjected Africans, dragged from their homes into slavery 
on another continent, could hardly have regarded themselves (or been re- 
garded) as springing from one maternal womb or from common paternal 
ground with other inhabitants of the New World. Native Americans, who 
can make such a claim, fall instead to the charge that relative superiority 
rightly determines degree of possession. Meanwhile, those without land and 
all women disappear from Kant’s a priori definition of citizenship. Kant 
never advocates the exclusions, but his language encourages an acceptance 
that his principle would deny, and his discourse of mastery palliates discrep- 
ancy by fusing theory and practice. 

Kant’s adult male citizen, “his own master,” presides as the symbol of the 
Enlightenment, and his ownership of property operates as both the tangible 
sign and logical extension of his capacity. Moreover, this conjunction of 
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imposed reason and ownership flourishes with special vitality in the Ameri- 
can Enlightenment, where combinations in politics and property are readily 
available to all free men. In America, even more than in Europe, improving 
the land epitomizes a rational, virtuous, masculine, and politically necessary 
control of the world. To return one more time to Locke’s chapter on property, 
“subduing or cultivating the Earth, and having Dominion, we see are joyned 
together”; this is “the Voice of Reason confirmed by Inspiration.” But only in 
America does the cultivation of property become the penumbra of transcen- 
dent truths. For if the ideal of education promotes the idea of reason every- 
where, the cultivation of property marks the rational working out of God’s 
plan, a phenomenon that Americans will soon term manifest destiny. In the 
unfolding of that destiny, reason and order turn into the same thing; so, at 
times, does the ownership of property and the control of other people on the 
land. 

Put another way, the homology between reason in thought and order in 
land works off of a vital presumption in Enlightenment thought. The idea of 
cultivation can be such a literal symbol of advancing civilization in the New 
World because it so directly parallels the light of reason imposing harmony 
and order on darkness and chaos. The appeal of the vision is matched only by 
the facility with which Americans manipulate its terms. Within the 
homology, nature instructs, but it is also there to be used and even 
overcome — distinctions often lost sight of in the Enlightenment. The accom- 
panying slide between reason as universal guide (in the discovery of principle) 
and reason as mere tool (in the mastery of fact and circumstance) is often as 
imperceptible, though Benjamin Franklin, as usual, sees farther and more 
carefully than others. “So convenient a thing it is to be a reasonable creature,” 
he observes in his memoirs, “since it enables one to find or make a reason for 
everything one has a mind to do.” The irony in these words touches an 
unarticulated battleground in Enlightenment thought: conflict is determined 
by who first defines and then exercises reason. 

Within the rule of reason, the mechanics of exclusion find their logical 
place in the rational constructs of Anglo—American law. Specific restrictions 
on tenure in property law leave marginal groups in suspended animation. 
Early republican leaders, many of whom are legally trained, understand that 
ownership and use represent vastly different things in the possession of land. 
They exploit the difference, creating entrance requirements for other capaci- 
ties (voting, for example) and easing the egalitarian entanglements in “life, 
liberty, and property.” Only full title, ownership in fee simple, the capacity 
to devise and sell property without restriction of any kind, confers full 
citizenship in the early Republic, and the distinction rapidly becomes a 
means of filtering rights through assigned capacities. 
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Reconsider, for a moment, John Adams’s enumeration of discontented 
tribes in the light of these legal restrictions on ownership. As “insolent 
Negroes” have “masters,” so “Indians” have “guardians” in Adams’s cata- 
logue. Native Americans are wards of the state; the Indian trade and inter- 
course acts of 1790, 1793, 1796, 1799, and 1802 prohibit them from 
devising property to any other source than the government. In effect, they 
possess land but without title. Ultimate title resides in the United States of 
America, where it is a contingent remainder waiting to be fulfilled. The 
ensuing legal hold of early republicans over Native Americans is best ex- 
pressed in Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson’s record of a conversation with 
British Minister George Hammond on June 3, 1792: “What did I under- 
stand to be our right in the Indian soil? — 1. a right of preemption of their 
lands, that is to say the sole and exclusive right of purchasing from them 
whenever they should be willing to sell. 2. a right of regulating the com- 
merce between them and the Whites.” For President Washington a year 
later, Jefferson justifies the legality of preemption as “in the nature of a 
remainder after the extinguishment of a present right.” 

The impelling force of the doctrine is that possession w2// pass; a moment 
will come when the “present right” of Native Americans will be forever 
“extinguished,” either having been relinquished by sale or lost through some 
failure in active possession. Politically, the doctrine accommodates the inces- 
sant demands and encroachments on Native-American lands throughout the 
nineteenth century. In treaty after treaty, Native Americans appear to have 
ceded their lands, but the technical release is much closer to a tenancy at will 
or a lease upon land, where a preempting and often peremptory owner 
expects possession sooner rather than later. Chief Justice John Marshall 
catches the direction of these pressures as he confirms the doctrine of preemp- 
tion for the Supreme Court in Johnson and Graham’s Lessee v. McIntosh (1823). 
The qualifiers in Marshall’s assertions tell the story. “In the establishment of 
these regulations,” he admits, “the rights of the original inhabitants were, in 
no instance, entirely disregarded; but were necessarily, to a considerable 
extent, impaired.” Just how impaired is clear from another admission. “It has 
never been contended,” Marshall finds himself saying, “that the Indian title 
amounted to nothing.” 

Adams’s “insolent Negroes” come more rapidly and directly under the 
restriction of property. As property themselves — the property of another — 
slaves lose every capacity in the republic of laws. Three renowned early 
republicans (Patrick Henry, Benjamin Rush, and St. George Tucker) demon- 
strate how easily the amenities of ownership and the legal discourse of 
property evade the injustice of chattel slavery. When the Quaker Robert 
Pleasants charges Patrick Henry with owning slaves, the firebrand of Ameri- 
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can liberty responds that he cannot face “the general inconvenience of living 
without them.” “I will so far pay my duty,” writes Henry on January 18, 
1773, “as to own the excellency and rectitude of {Christian} precepts, and to 
lament my want of conformity to them.” Henry consoles himself in the hope 
that “a time will come, when an opportunity will be afforded, to abolish this 
lamentable evil,” but for the moment, and for one steeped in the convenience 
of slavery, a lenient master is “the furthest advance towards Justice.” 


”» “ 


This convenience of ownership is not an exclusively Southern rationale. 
Although Benjamin Rush is a Pennsylvanian and the author of a famous essay 
against slavery in “An Address to the Inhabitants of the British Settlements 
in America upon Slave-Keeping” (1773), he still manages to own a slave 
throughout the revolutionary period. This slave, named William, finally 
wins his freedom in 1794 after eighteen years in bondage. As Rush’s affidavit 
in May 1788 reveals, the moment of release for William comes “at such a 
time as will be just compensation for my having paid for him the full price of 
a slave for life.” All paradox in the incident pales in the power of property to 
define behavior in American culture. At no point does the inherent injustice 
of slavery override the economic value of “just compensation,” even though 
the same affidavit concludes that slavery is “contrary to reason and religion.” 

Inevitably, the possession of slaves as a right of property grows in power as 
slavery itself prospers in the early Republic. Success magnifies the conve- 
niences and the value in ownership, and it undercuts the temporizing tones of 
leaders like Washington, Jefferson, and Henry, who hope that slavery some- 
how will disappear in the natural course of the Enlightenment. In exposing 
these hopes, the prosperity of the system projects a permanent institution, 
one that requires and receives a stiffer justification of apparent contradic- 
tions. St. George Tucker, the Virginia Blackstone, provides this harder line 
in deciding Hudgins v. Wrights in 1805 for the Virginia Supreme Court of 
Appeals. The Bill of Rights, observes Judge Tucker, 


was meant to embrace the case of free citizens, or aliens only; and not by a side wind 
to overturn the rights of property, and give freedom to those very people whom we 
have been compelled from imperious circumstances to retain, generally, in the same 
state of bondage that they were in at the revolution, in which they have no concern, 
agency, OL interest. 


Yet if the right of property controls, it can never eliminate the troubling 
reality of people “retained” on the land. Stripped of all place in the Revolu- 
tion, American slaves surface in the language of rebellion. They are the dis- 
embodied presence in their masters’ litanies against enslavement, the night- 
mare figure behind the quest for independence. When, for example, the 
Virginians of 1776 devise a state seal, with “VIRTUS, the genius of the 
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commonwealth . . . treading on TYRANNY, represented by a man pros- 
trate, a crown fallen from his head, a broken chain in his left hand, and a 
scourge in his right,” they borrow from traditional iconography, but the 
image also reflects an aspect of daily life in revolutionary Virginia. The dusty 
pictures of slavery that British Whigs conjure up from Roman tyranny, the 
Spanish Inquisition, and Turkish despotism only begin to explain the compul- 
sive allusions to chains in American rhetoric. “In the Southern Colonies,” 
writes the South Carolinian David Ramsay in the opening chapter of The 
History of the American Revolution (1789), “slavery nurtured a spirit of liberty, 
among the free inhabitants.” Revolutionary slaveowners bring special inten- 
sity to the ideological irony. “In them,” adds Ramsay, “the haughtiness of 
domination, combines with the spirit of liberty.” Here and elsewhere, the 
incongruity of tyranny next to liberty is resolved in a claim of property. 

Women, as Adams’s largest discontented tribe, face a restriction of similar 
scope in their roles as wives and mothers. The first volume of Sir William 
Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765-9) summarizes the 
legal plight of the married woman in Anglo-American culture — a plight 
that continues well into the nineteenth century: 


By marriage, the husband and wife are one person in law: that is, the very being or 
legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage, or at least is incorpo- 
rated and consolidated into that of the husband: under whose wing, protection, and 
cover, she performs every thing; and is therefore called in our law-french a feme-covert. 


Disabilities turn into benefits in Blackstone’s presentation of women. “So 
great a favourite,” he decides, “is the female sex of the laws of England.” 
Jefferson, no admirer of Blackstone’s Commentaries, nonetheless illustrates how 
the benevolent suspension of legal existence in the feme-covert (the “covered” or 
“protected” or “hidden woman”) carries into political practice. “The tender 
breasts of ladies were not formed for political convulsion,” he writes Angelica 
Schuyler Church when she, in 1788, asks questions about the new Federal 
Constitution. Women, he tells her, “miscalculate much their own happiness 
when they wander from the true field of their influence into that of politicks.” 

The realized image of exclusion requires a description of presence without 
place, a report in which restriction signals an assigned passivity. The hidden 
woman, the preempted Native American (sometimes figured as the dying 
Indian), and the submitting slave (without concern, agency, or interest) are 
shadows in the social portrait of “every man under his vine and under his fig 
tree,” the republican refrain of communal happiness. As property lends a 
picture of independence, so its absence renders the person without it invisible 
and politically unimportant. So, too, invisibility is a verification in any 
calculated evasion of Enlightenment principle. 
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This end point, the strange act of verifying unimportance, takes on special 
significance in democratic society and has unique consequence in a revolution- 
ary one. The Federalist (1787-8) provides a dramatic model in the early 
Republic. It shows how patterns of dismissal in a hegemonic text can channel 
the flow of principle and, hence, the availability of rights, in a culture of 
consensus. Woman, as subject, appears just twice in the eighty-five papers of 
The Federalist, and the theme of each passage is a negative capacity: the 
dangers of female intrigue in politics in Federalist No. 6 and the inability of 
married women to convey property in Federalist No. 83. The union may 
indeed represent “an empire in many respects the most interesting in the 
world,” but the gender implications of Hamilton’s summary in Federalist No. 
1 must be taken quite literally. As he tells us, “the important question [is] 
whether societies of men are really capable or not of establishing good govern- 
ment from reflection and choice.” 

Of the fourteen references to Native Americans in The Federalist, all but 
one concern hostility, conflict, and the need for greater federal control of the 
problem. The exception, curiously enough, involves an admission of failure 
in overall understanding. “What description of Indians are to be deemed 
members of a State, is not yet settled, and has been a question of perplexity 
and contention in the federal councils,” writes Madison in Federalist No. 42. 
What is an Indian? Publius might as well ask. Earlier, Federalist No. 24 
already has imposed a working definition for policy purposes. “The savage 
tribes on our Western frontier,” writes Hamilton, “ought to be regarded as 
our natural enemies.” Barely visible, though portrayed as an encircling dan- 
ger in Federalist No. 25, these tribes appear only as people of darkness in the 
(as yet) untamed wilderness. 

Publius has more trouble with the subject of slavery, but even here his 
treatments remain cursory. In eighty-four of the eighty-five papers of The 
Federalist, there are but four references to American slavery; all are short, and 
just one, on the subject of importation in Federalist No. 42, takes a normative 
stand. Only in Federalist No. 54 does Publius allow himself to be caught in an 
extensive analysis of “the mixed character of persons and of property.” Elabora- 
tion here is simply inescapable. The constitutional proposal that counts 
slaves in the census for congressional representation has been a source of 
bitter national debate in 1788. 

The political embarrassments that James Madison encounters in Federalist 
No. 54 explain why early republican leaders resist detailed discussions of 
slavery whenever they can. If slaves are property, then they might enter into 
estimates of taxation, which are founded on property, but they should not 
enter into tabulations for representation, which are regulated by a census of 
persons. If instead slaves are “moral persons” — “if the laws were to restore 
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the rights which have been taken away,” Publius posits in a telling phrase — 
then “negroes could no longer be refused an equal share of representations 
with the other inhabitants”; or, one might add, an equal share in any other 
civil right. 

Of the three constitutional provisions that allow for slavery without ever 
mentioning the term — representation (Art. 1, Sect. 2), the importation of 
slaves (Art. 1, Sect. 9) and the first fugitive law (Art. 4, Sect. 2) — only this 
first reference presents an insurmountable problem for Publius. Madison 
hardly mentions the fugitive law and easily handles slave importation, both 
in Federalist No. 42. In conventional Enlightenment terms, a “barbarism of 
modern policy” like the importation of slaves can be expected to disappear in 
time, possibly even in 1808, when the constitutional provision protecting it 
lapses. Representation, on the other hand, raises the cardinal principle of free 
government and forces Publius to deal more directly with slavery in a demo- 
cratic republic. In Federalist No. 54 the mixed character of slaves as property 
and as persons turns out to be “their true character” under law. It is with 
“propriety” that the Constitution adopts the “compromising expedient” of 
counting slaves as three-fifths of a free person. 

The argument from property law is an expected one within the patterns 
of marginalization just noted, and yet even Madison appears to have been 
uncertain about the result. Uncertainties, in fact, are never far from the 
surface in any of these arguments of exclusion. John Marshall’s hesitations 
over the impairment of Indian rights, St. George Tucker’s vehemence in the 
“imperious circumstances” of slavery, and Blackstone’s complete removal of 
“the very being” of the married woman all contain within them the whisper 
of an opposing argument. There is the felt pressure of a righteous response, 
the tacit knowledge that some republicans will find the argument a shame- 
ful one. 

This realization becomes acute in Federalist No. 54. Madison struggles 
with the ramifications of his claims, and the nature of his struggle brushes 
the very edge of the Enlightenment. It is as if the two virtues of the age, the 
rule of reason and universal aspiration, enter the lists against each other. 
Indeed, Publius’s central argument comes from another persona altogether; it 
appears entirely in quotation marks that signify “the reasoning which an 
advocate for the Southern interests might employ on this subject.” We listen 
to a voice within a voice within a voice — from Madison, to Publius, to 
southern advocate: 


“Let the case of the slaves be considered, as it is in truth, a peculiar one. Let the 
compromising expedient of the Constitution be mutually adopted, which regards 
them as inhabitants, but as debased by servitude below the equal level of free 
inhabitants; which regards the slave as divested of two fifths of the man.” 
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Missing in the voice of this distanced speaker is justice, where justice, in 
eighteenth-century terms, completes the recognitions of commonality and of 
right between lawgiver and subject. The language of peculiarity in Federalzst 
No. 54 is one of the first references to “the peculiar institution,” and, as such, 
it violates the universal application on which the harmonies of the Enlighten- 
ment depend. Clearly, the speaker’s direct association of the particular with 
separate verities (“as it is in truth, a peculiar one”) would have jarred against 
the sensibilities of Madison’s first readers. But why would Madison have 
wished to undercut his own argument? The southern advocate, after all, is his 
creation. 

Publius is of two minds. Reaching through the mask after pages of silence, 
he divulges that the southern advocate “fully reconciles” him to the “propri- 
ety” of the constitutional solution, but part of him remains unconvinced, and 
that part wishes to be on record. If “such is the reasoning” of the southern 
advocate, he warns in his own voice, then “it may appear to be a little 
strained in some points.” While failing to deter Madison’s formal conclu- 
sions, this “strain” puts everyone on notice. Perhaps, as well, Publius cannot 
quite bring himself to mouth this shabbiest of all arguments in The Federalist. 
The greatest of early Roman consuls, Publius Valerius Poplicola is official 
lawgiver and first friend of the people. For this most exalted of all classical 
republican identifications to announce that servitude logically debases inhab- 
itants to the degree of divesting them of two-fifths of their humanity is 
debasing in itself. Far better to cast the whole issue at one remove. 

The interesting thing in Madison’s calculated distance is his consciousness 
that slavery must at least acknowledge higher terms. The peculiar institution 
cannot stand for order and convenience in a part of republican life without 
some loss of principle and coherence in the whole. The philosophical distance 
between Madison, Publius, and the southern advocate may have been slight. 
All three are southern politicians on the issue of slavery, and the strain 
between them is “little” in Federalist No. 54. Even so, the deliberate inven- 
tion of distance creates a tension beyond the gloss of discrepancies. We enter, 
however minimally, the radical hope of the Enlightenment, the insistence 
that humankind must use its discovered capacities to improve the lot of all 
people. 


Ill 


Moments of breakage in the dominant discourse indicate other ways of think- 
ing, but they do not articulate the thought itself, and the problems in 
reconstructing opinions now lost are immense. Appearances and realities are 
substantially more difficult to decipher in the voices that speak without 
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property behind them. The Lockean right rule of reason is a wholly different 
thing for those who are ruled, and the aspirations of the Enlightenment take 
on separate meanings among those who are barred from its dispensations. To 
be heard at all in eighteenth-century public forums, the defeated warrior, the 
debased slave, and the invisible woman must speak in fractions of them- 
selves. They must exploit the discourse that denies them. To catch the sound 
of these voices (frequently no more than a murmur in translation, a 
decontextualized outburst, an ambiguous image, or a gesture), the joint 
venture of historian and critic must probe the lost circumstances, the limited 
vehicles, and the hidden costs of performance. Creativity in these speakers 
often resides in strategies of survival now taken for granted. 

Some constraints on marginal voices in the early Republic are specific; 
others general. Eighteenth-century Native-American efforts, now in fragmen- 
tary form, contend with the near certainty of their own disappearance. Slave 
accounts must fight to create the sound of their own worth. The narratives of 
women strive against gender restrictions that dignify accommodation over 
assertion. Simultaneously, all of these voices suffer within the controlling 
aesthetic of a consensual literature. They lack the communities of auditors in 
the public sphere that legitimize the word in eighteenth-century literature, 
and the handicap is a severe one. Because literary production is profoundly 
social throughout the period, the circles of white male citizens that nurture 
and sustain the gentleman of letters can successfully reject the voices beyond 
their ranks or, alternatively, appropriate them for their own purposes. 

Predictably, the most famous Native-American utterance is one that early 
republicans love to hear. Chief Logan’s speech about the gratuitous murder of 
his family in 1774 epitomizes the vanishing Indian, first, in Thomas Jeffer- 
son’s Notes on the State of Virginia (1784-5) and, after, in endless editions of 
McGuffey’s Reader. Memorized for generations and thematized in James Feni- 
more Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans (1826), it confirms the hopes and 
minimizes the fears of the dominant culture. Logan, a Cayuga chieftain 
among the Mingos in New York, espouses a familiar Christian charity (“I 
appeal to any white man to say, if ever he entered Logan’s cabin hungry, and 
he gave him not meat; if he ever came cold and naked, and he clothed him 
not’). He fights only when treacherously attacked by an identifiable villain 
(“I had even thought to have lived with you, but for the injuries of one 
man”), and he suffers defeat with a stoicism that limits the agony for all 
concerned (“Logan never felt fear”). Most memorable of all, he disappears 
without a trace (“There runs not a drop of my blood in the veins of any living 
creature. .. . Who ts there to mourn for Logan? — Not one”). The truly 
noble savage does not complicate his story — or the stories of others — by 
remaining behind. 
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Take, however, a more practical and characteristic Native-American ad- 
dress: the Seneca Chief Cornplanter’s speech before President Washington in 
Philadelphia in 1790. Cornplanter, or Kiontwogky, refers back to the mili- 
tary campaign of 1779, when revolutionary troops under orders from Gen- 
eral Washington ravage and destroy Iroquois civilization in the western 
parts of New York and Pennsylvania, but his real preoccupation is the 
continuing threat to Iroquois property six years after the second Treaty of 
Fort Stanwix (1784) supposedly has secured all remaining Native-American 
lands: 


When your army entered the country of the Six Nations, we called you 
Caunotaucarius, the Town Destroyer; and to this day when that name is heard, our 
women look behind them and turn pale, and our children cling to the knees of their 
mothers. Our councilors and warriors . . . are grieved with the fears of their women 
and children, and desire that it may be buried so deep as to be heard no more. When 
you gave us peace, we called you father, because you promised to secure us in 
possession of our lands. Do this, and so long as the lands shall remain, the beloved 
name will remain in the heart of every Seneca. 


Cornplanter’s play upon alternative nomenclature confirms the contrast in 
civilizations. He speaks as the political leader of a distinct people and not, 
like Logan, as the tragic warrior whose worthiness transcends culture bound- 
aries in a Claim of universal sympathy. The distress of living women and 
children, the need to overcome cultural trauma, above all, the need to secure 
threatened lands — these concerns dominate Cornplanter’s social agenda. The 
fullest implication of dissimilarity appears in the juxtaposition of Washing- 
ton’s names: “Father of His Country” against “Town Destroyer.” To under- 
stand that Washington can be both “father” and “destroyer” is to see the 
absolute chasm between the new American states and Native-American 
tribes; the development of the one means catastrophe for the other. 
Cornplanter brings few illusions to this unequal conflict. As he says, it is “as 
if our want of strength had destroyed our rights.” 

The creativity of Cornplanter’s speech comes in the conceit that Washing- 
ton must still earn the title of father. Note, in addition, that all naming 
depends upon the tangibility and endorsement of property for its existence. 
Washington first merits the designation through his promise to secure 
Native-American possession of Iroquois lands, but “the beloved name” lasts 
only “so long as the lands shall remain.” Cornplanter knows that he must 
speak through Anglo-American norms of property to be heard at all, but he 
cleverly uses the device to question the fondest epithet in all of early republi- 
can lore, that of Washington as the Father of His Country. Its very effective- 
ness suggests why this speech cannot be memorable in the dominant culture. 
Cornplanter mobilizes an ignominous legacy, one in which broken republican 
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promises devastate a helpless people. How many, in regarding that legacy, 
wish to contemplate George Washington as the destroyer of towns? 

Native-American perceptions flicker in the clash of ideological perspec- 
tives, in the slippages of translation, in the preoccupations of transcription, 
and in the misunderstandings that accumulate between a literate and an oral 
culture. In these fragmentary records, the sign of thought is sometimes 
clearest in processes of reversal. Thus, although Native Americans initially 
fail to comprehend how the rigid binding power of a written statement 
might differ from the more pliant meanings that memory and oral consensus 
generate in tribal exchange, they soon grasp their practical disadvantage in 
cross-cultural debate. Deliberations over the Treaty of Fort Stanwix between 
the Six Nations of the Iroquois Confederacy and the Commissioners of the 
United States in October of 1784 take a bizarre twist when the Iroquois 
negotiators are the ones who want a written record of proceedings while their 
white counterparts refuse that record, insisting instead on the traditional 
Native-American exchange of wampum belts to recall provisions of speech. 
The Iroquois have come to realize that the legalistic and adversarial strategies 
of their opponents manipulate the flexibility in oral performance and prey 
upon the freedom of interpretation that aurality allows. They have begun to 
see that written evidence alone protects them in an agreement with the 
United States. 

The thoughts of eighteenth-century Native Americans attain print mostly 
in translated expressions of anger, sorrow, and loss — reasonable tones for 
participants who are witnessing the total destruction of their way of life. 
Still, the overall effect in the literature is a stylistics of plaint. We are left 
with patterns of lamentation that convey little of the underlying vitality in 
tribal culture. The Shawnee Prophet, Tenskwatawa, the most eloquent expo- 
nent of Native-American nationalism in the period, typifies the strengths 
and weaknesses of the genre. His speech before the Tuscarora branch of the 
Iroquois Confederacy in 1806 supposedly rallies all tribes to action, but the 
published record, especially the Prophet’s peroration, is more a chronicle of 
paralyzing declension: 


They {all tribes} will vanish like a vapor from the face of the earth; their very history 
will be lost in forgetfulness, and the places that now know them will know them no 
more. We are driven back until we can retreat no farther; our hatchets are broken; 
our bows are snapped; our fires are extinguished; a little longer and the white man 
will cease to persecute us, for we shall cease to exist. 


The words themselves may be a true transcription. They accurately convey 
the plight of Native Americans, and their predictions are fulfilled when the 
battles of Tippecanoe and the Thames decimate the tribes of the Northwest 


THE LIMITS OF ENLIGHTENMENT 513 


Territory in 1811 and 1813, but the overall tone also evokes classical thren- 
ody and the popular eighteenth-century graveyard school of poets. That 
melancholy tone, which will soon achieve its American apogee in William 
Cullen Bryant’s “Thanatopsis” (1817), stands for Anglo-American literary 
sensibility in the early Republic. All in all, the Prophet’s mood 1s suspi- 
ciously conventional in its appeal, and the general effect of quiescence makes 
his rhetoric seem even more dubious. 

Early republicans hear and report what they want to hear and report. 
Where, in this speech, are the radical conceptions of property and the galvaniz- 
ing pride in Native-American ways that enable the Prophet and his twin 
brother, Tecumseh, to consolidate the tribes of the Indiana Territory against 
Governor William Henry Harrison? The Prophet’s fatalistic description of a 
dying culture, with its obverse of western lands now safe from savage attack 
(“our hatchets are broken; our bows are snapped”), supplies an attractive image 
for white Americans to absorb. Shawnee hopes, in contrast, directly threaten 
the dominant culture. Tenskwatawa and Tecumseh seek a separate, unified 
Native-American nation that whites would be compelled to respect, and they 
begin by challenging early republican ideas of property. All tribal territory, 
argue the Shawnee leaders, must be held in common beyond the capacity of 
individual tribes to cede or otherwise alienate. Here, in principle, is a direct 
counter to the federal doctrine of preemption. 

To the extent that the shock of devastation does dominate published 
Native-American oratory, it presents other problems in interpretation. The 
pathos of loss robs both speaker and listener of context. When, in the 
Philadelphia meetings of 1790, the aged Seneca chieftain Gayashuta (Kaiagh- 
shota) “wonders at his own shadow, it has become so little,” the synecdoche 
of personal outline for larger culture transmits nothing of the social complex- 
ity and agrarian prosperity that Gayashuta has witnessed all along the fron- 
tier in Iroquois towns of up to seven hundred people. Only a shadow is 
disappearing in his speech. The theme of loss feeds the expectations of the 
dominant culture. “We are afraid if we part with any more lands the white 
people will not suffer us to keep as much as will be sufficient to bury our 
dead,” complains the Creek leader Doublehead (Chuquacuttague) at the 
Treaty of Colerain in June of 1796. Unfair treatment is the obvious thrust of 
this passage, but the language also imparts a message of breakdown, and, in 
Enlightenment terms, this breakdown forms part of an irresistible antithesis. 
Whatever the cost, Native-American disintegration computes as an accept- 
able price of early republican growth. 

How does one sort the elements of integrity in these appropriated narra- 
tives? The task, in a sense, is to catch the separate awareness, the canniness of 
address, and the assertion of value that sometimes punctuate these speeches. 
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For instance, even though the Seneca Chief Sagoyewatha, known as Red 
Jacket, responds to the missionary work of Joseph Cram in 1805 with yet 
another sketch of Native-American decline, he manages to turn the worn 
theme into a powerful assertion of cultural relativity and Native-American 
worth. “You have got our country, but you are not satisfied,” Red Jacket 
accuses Cram. “You want to force your religion upon us.” Unanswerable 
questions illustrate the point. “If [the Bible} was intended for us as well as for 
you, why has not the Great Spirit given it to us?” “How shall we know when 
to believe, being so often deceived by the white people?” “If there is but one 
religion, why do you white people differ so much about it?” Slowly, the 
sarcasm in these interrogatives builds into something much greater. Red 
Jacket exposes the insatiable nature of white expansion in the name of a more 
philosophical Native-American containment and contentment: 


{God} has made a great difference between his white and red children. . . . Since he 
has made so great a difference between us in other things, why may not we conclude 
that he has given us a different religion, according to our understanding? . . . We 
are satisfied. Brother! We do not wish to destroy your religion, or to take it from 
you. We only want to enjoy our own. 


Victories in debate of this kind afford glimpses of a character and percep- 
tion beyond pathos. In a similar flash of recognition from late 1781, the 
Delaware leader Captain Pipe (Hopocan) wields a single question to destroy 
the logic for a British alliance in the Revolution. “Who of us can believe,” 
Pipe asks British commanders in council at Detroit, “that you can love a 
people of a different colour from your own, better than those who have a 
white skin, like yourselves?” The power of the realization should not be 
forgotten in its failure to change the situation. Native Americans must 
choose sides between white opponents in the Revolution, and they lose 
everything no matter how they choose. “We were struck with astonishment 
at hearing we were forgot {in the Treaty of Paris of 1783},” the Mohawk 
Thayandangea, called Joseph Brant, reminds the British secretary for colonial 
affairs in 1785, “we could not believe it possible such firm friends and allies 
could be so neglected by a nation remarkable for its honor and glory.” 

Occasionally, adroit minds make the most of both difference and similarity 
in a claim of justice. On August 13, 1793, a letter from the Seven Nations to 
the United States of America protests white encroachment north of the Ohio 
River by resisting the whole notion of money for land (“money to us is of no 
value, and to most of us unknown”). A better alternative, the letter contin- 
ues, would be to give the money set aside for Native-American lands directly 
to the poor white settlers who do want it and who now steal land in search of 
it. The near Swiftian play upon difference does not, however, prevent another 
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satire based on the similarity of independent cultures. The same letter infers 
a confusion of “common justice” in federal proposals and concessions: “{you] 
seem to expect that because you have at last acknowledged our independence, 
we should for such a favor surrender to you our country.” 

Communications of this sort demonstrate that the collapse of Native- 
American peoples does not issue from a failure in understanding; neither is 
the larger failure culture specific. Little Beaver, a Wyandotte speaker at the 
1790 conference in Philadelphia, bluntly assigns blame where it belongs. 
“Do then what you said,” he tells federal representatives, “restrain your 
people if they do wrong.” Manifestly, the weak United States governments of 
the Confederacy and federal union cannot restrain their citizens. Early repub- 
lican authorities fail to enforce even minimal policies and regulations on an 
exploding and acquisitive frontier population. 

One ideological contribution of the Enlightenment is to imply rational 
controls that do not exist in white expansion and government policy. In his 
“Observations Concerning the Increase of Mankind” (1751), Benjamin Frank- 
lin shows how the paradigm of light can seem to stand in Nature for the 
rational exclusion of “all Blacks and Tawneys,” where Native Americans fall 
under the latter category. “And while we are, as I may call it, Scouring our 
Planet, by clearing America of Woods, and so making this Side of our Globe 
reflect a brighter Light to the Eyes of Inhabitants in Mars or Venus,” writes 
Franklin, “why should we in the Sight of Superior Beings, darken its Peo- 
ple?” Less agile than the tronic Franklin, George Washington poses a rudi- 
mentary conflict between refinement and savagery. In a letter to Congress- 
man James Duane on September 7, 1783, he explains that “the gradual 
extension of our Settlements will as certainly cause the Savage as the Wolf to 
retire; both being beasts of prey tho’ they differ in shape.” 

Commentary of this sort keeps its speakers remote from all feeling of 
human obligation and away from the emotional depths in Native-American 
responses. “Are you determined to crush us?” Cornplanter asks Washington 
in 1790. “If you are, tell us so; that those of our nation who have become 
your children, and have determined to die so, may know what to do.” The 
primal eloquence of this comment comes in loss realized and properly mea- 
sured, but Cornplanter’s words rise to another level in their recognition that 
republican light and refinement reflect only power and not reason. That 
recognition, by extension, leaves early republicans wholly without eloquence. 

Washington simply cannot be memorable in response. His formal answer 
to Cornplanter, on December 29, 1790, regrets the past, promises protec- 
tion, gives “suitable presents,” condemns “bad Indians,” and proclaims jus- 
tice. But justice in the realm of cross-cultural relations already has been 
stripped of its philosophical foundations in eighteenth-century thought. As 
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Jefferson, the theorist, already has foreseen in vindicating Virginia land 
claims in 1773—4: “whoever shall attempt to trace the claims . . . or recon- 
cile the invasions made on the native Indians to the natural rights of man- 
kind, will find that he is pursuing a Chimera, which exists only in his own 
imagination, against the evidence of indisputable facts.” The fragments that 
remain in the lost record of Native-American expression catch the early 
Republic in its least favorable light. 


IV 


The poignancy of the Native-American situation lies in the ephemeral mo- 
ment; that of slavery, in its growing permanence. If the first is more psycho- 
logically dramatic in eighteenth-century life, the second is far more ideologi- 
cally ominous. Early republicans “discover” indigenous peoples and then 
immediately forget them by displacing them in the destructive push of their 
own prosperity, but they “create” slavery in the name of that prosperity, and 
it flourishes as part of republican growth. Slavery also interrupts Enlighten- 
ment norms and the rhetoric of American liberty in more decisive ways. As 
Patrick Henry expresses these troubling divergences to Robert Pleasants in 
1773, “{WHJhat adds to the wonder is, that this abominable practice, has 
been introduced in the most enlightened Ages, Times that seem to have 
pretensions to boast of high improvement.” “Would any one believe that I 
am master of Slaves,” Henry muses. Belief in the presumed contradiction 
questions many other eventualities. “I know not where to stop,” Henry tells 
Pleasants, “I could say many things on this subject, a serious review of which 
give a gloomy perspective to future times.” 

Just how ominously slavery hangs over the republican experiment is evi- 
dent when the same awareness comes from the mouth of a slave. “I have 
nothing more to offer than what General Washington would have had to 
offer, had he been taken by the British and put to trial by them,” responds a 
black defendant after the Gabriel Prosser slave revolt of 1800. “I have adven- 
tured my life in endeavouring to obtain the liberty of my countrymen, and 
am a willing sacrifice in their cause.” Awareness, in fact, is doubled and 
inverted in transmission. These words survive through a white Virginian who 
witnesses the trial of the insurrectionists in a Richmond courtroom and who, 
years later, conveys this testimony to an outside observer, the Englishman 
Robert Sutcliff who, in turn, records them in Travels in Some Parts of North 
America (1811). Delay and indirection, not to mention the accident of sur- 
vival, all hint at the dangers in a language of communal! threat. 

The logic of further rebellion is inescapable in the slave’s response. The 
hope for a black Washington and its corollary, the fear of a black Washing- 
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ton, flow from Locke’s premises that slaves always exist “in a State of War’ and 
that this state of war is especially acute in a culture dedicated to the protec- 
tion of individual rights. The practical implications for America are present 
as early as Arthur Lee’s “Address on Slavery” in 1767. Noting for the Virginia 
Gazette that the ancients were “brought to the very brink of ruin by the 
insurrections of their Slaves,” Lee predicts “even more fatal consequences 
from the greater prevalence of Slavery among us.” Lee is himself of a slave- 
owning family. “On us, or on our posterity,” he warns, “the inevitable blow, 
must, one day, fall.” And when it falls, no excuse can or should be given. The 
“Bondage of the Africans” supersedes every relative moral consideration. 
“There cannot be in nature, there is not 1n all history, an instance in which 
every right of men is more flagrantly violated.” 

The mutual appreciation in master and slave of intolerable ideological 
contradictions has a compound effect on African-American commentaries. 
Foremost, the awareness of contradiction in the dominant culture bends an 
already virulent racism into a compulsion against every human entitlement 
for African Americans, including the most common rights of life, liberty, 
and property. This compulsion must be resisted by the African-American 
writer at all costs. At the same time, the inevitability of the logic of further 
rebellion makes the logic itself dangerous and, therefore, unacceptable as a 
form of expression — particularly as a form of African-American expression. 
For while the white citizen who employs that logic is merely silenced (the 
Virginia Gazette refuses to publish a sequel to Arthur Lee’s essay), African 
Americans are destroyed (the insurrectionist of 1800 is immediately exe- 
cuted as he himself, “a willing sacrifice,” foresees). The eighteenth-century 
African-American commentator who wishes to avoid this martyrdom must 
resist racist impositions without attempting any sustained narrative of final 
consequences. The result, at its best, is a disciplined language of subordi- 
nate intentions, one that vexes the surfaces of cultural repressions by mov- 
ing just below them. 

The typical eighteenth-century African-American text must question 
through its accommodations. The petitions to state legislatures against slav- 
ery by African Americans during the Revolution draw powerfully on the 
negative parallels between American enslavement and British tyranny, but 
they do so, as a petition from New Hampshire slaves on November 12, 1779, 
makes apparent, “in opposing the efforts of tyranny and oppression over the 
country in which we ourselves have been so long injuriously enslaved,” and 
not to create a new dimension in rebellion. A similar petition from African 
Americans in Massachusetts on January 13, 1777, expresses “Astonishment 
that It has Never Bin Consirdered that Every Principle from which Amarica 
has Acted in the Cours of their unhappy Deficultes with Great Briton Pleads 
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Stronger than A thousand arguments in favowrs of your petioners,” but, once 
again, the rhetorical emphasis is on a common effort within “the Lawdable 
Example of the Good People of these States.” A justified “spirit to resent” 1s 
carefully circumscribed within the framework of supplicating petitioners. 

Notably, these African American accommodations are not without their 
own flavor and bite. Contending with the usual Anglo-American assumption 
of cultural superiority over peoples of color, Caesar Sarter, an ex-slave writing 
for the Essex Journal and Merrimack Packet (August 17, 1774), boldly reverses 
the assumption for enslaved African Americans and, by insinuation, for slave 
cultures everywhere: 


Though we are brought from a land of ignorance, it is as certain that we are brought 
from a land of comparative innocence — from a land that flows, as it were, with Milk 
and Honey — and the greater part of us carried, where we are, not only deprived of 
every comfort of life: But subjected to all the tortures that a most cruel inquisitor 
could invent, or a capricious tyrant execute and where we are likely, from the vicious 
examples before us, to become ten fold more the children of satan, than we should 
probably, have been in our native country. 


In an ironic play upon the golden rule, Sarter inserts another reversal, that of 
master and slave, so that slaveowners may learn “to do to others, as you 
would, that they would do to you.” The denouement of this section, couched 
in direct address that forces every reader into the role of slave, moves from 
uneasy feelings of conscience to the more substantial and direct sting of the 
body. Abduction, separation, enslavement, importation, sale and resale fol- 
low in misery after misery. “And after all this,” entones Sarter, “you must be 
plied with that conclusive argument, that cat-o’nine tails to reduce you to 
what your inhuman masters would call Reason.” 

The key to successful assertion involves the use but not the uncritical 
acceptance of dominant cultural norms. Accordingly, although eighteenth- 
century African American commentaries and other early abolitionist texts 
tend to extol Christian training, they do not allow the blessings of conversion 
to obscure prior validations of African culture. Olaudah Equiano’s The Interest- 
ing Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus Vassa, The African 
(1789) and Broteer Furro’s A Narrative of the Life And Adventures of Venture, A 
Native Of Africa (1798), along with the Quaker abolitionist Anthony 
Benezet’s Some Historical Account of Guinea (1771), all insist upon the vitality, 
the prosperity, and general happiness of African communities before they are 
destroyed by slave traders. These adroit balances between African assertion 
and Christian acceptance represent a deliberate variation, or range of re- 
sponses to racism — so much so that the balances themselves supply a gauge 
of literary creativity at work. As African assertion proclaims an original 
coherence and integrity of human identity, so Christian acceptance demon- 
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strates intellectual, emotional, and moral capacities of adjustment that estab- 
lish a claim for equal treatment in Anglo-American culture. 

The all but universal embrace of Christianity in slave narratives figures on 
a variety of levels. Conversion not only proves capacity and gives equal access 
to theological claims, it commandeers the religious voice, the first voice of 
revolution in Anglo-American culture. Fully aware of the appropriation in 
1774, Caesar Sarter’s “Essay on Slavery” uses biblical lore to convey the 
prospect of revolt that he dare not raise directly. “Only be pleased to recollect 
the miserable end of Pharoah, in Consequences of his refusal to set those at 
Liberty, whom he had unjustly reduced to cruel servitude,” Sarter reminds 
his real audience (“those who are advocates for holding the Africans in 
Slavery”). 

In finer hands, the same device becomes a more sophisticated critique of 
American slavery. Phillis Wheatley’s letter to the Reverend Samson Occom 
on February 11, 1774, draws a parallel between the ancient Hebrews and the 
eighteenth-century African Americans who live and suffer under “Modern 
Egyptians” and “the Exercise of oppressive Power” in the United States. In 
the poet’s account, printed widely in New England newspapers, civil and 
religious liberty are inseparably united. Together, they stimulate a “Love of 
Freedom” that is “impatient of Oppression and pants for Deliverance.” 
Wheatley surely speaks in part from personal experience; her manumission 
takes place just months before her letter to Occom. But since this love of 
freedom is a principle “implanted” directly by God, Wheatley can raise its 
radical implications without the risk of counterattack. There is safety in 
leaving the political details to God’s separate and inscrutable agenda. As 
Wheatley tells Occom, “God grants Deliverance in his own way and Time.” 

The mixture of urgency and resignation in Wheatley’s letter is a source of 
its power, and the combination captures something of the general precarious- 
ness of African American life in the early Republic. Deliverance in her case 
seems to have come through a six-week stay in England in the spring and 
she writes David Wooster 


” 


summer of 1773. “Since my return to America, 
on October 18, 1773, “my Master, has at the desire of my friends in England 
given me my freedom.” The slave’s dependence on external wishes and 
protection is one message in this letter. She can speak with such phenomenal 
yearning of her love of freedom precisely because freedom and life itself in 
eighteenth-century culture remain so tentative for African Americans. 
Though free, Phillis Wheatley will die in poverty at the age of thirty-one, 
and the identity she carries to an unknown grave will still bespeak the 
oppression that she pants against. Purchased “for a trifle” at the age of eight 
in Boston Harbor, the future poet automatically takes the surname of her 
masters, but John and Susanna Wheatley also mark the occasion, July 11, 
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1761, ina more specific manner. They name their newest possession after the 
Phillis, the slave schooner that brings her to America. 

Somewhere in every slave account the scars of experience overwhelm the 
themes of success and acculturation. Success, after all, is the irresistible 
metaphor of the writer who has overcome prolonged illiteracy, and the typ!- 
cal slave narrative complements that triumph by accentuating the highest 
moments of assimilation (literacy, conversion, manumission, and marriage). 
Unavoidably, however, acculturation in slaves includes the domination of 
them. On the way to literacy, Olaudah Equiano ts beaten until he will accept 
his Christian name Gustavus Vassa. James Gronniosaw, in A Narrative of the 
Most Remarkable Particulars in the Life of James Albert URawsaw Gronniosaw 
(1770), learns not to swear from a pious older slave who is then whipped by 
their master for presuming to convey the lesson. Christianity in both master 
and slave does not prevent flogging in The Life, History, and Unparalleled 
Sufferings of John Jea, the African Preacher (1811). Neither does manumission 
protect African Americans from the fixed cruelty and injustice of a racist 
culture. A Brief Account of the Life, Experiences, Travels, and Gospel Labours of 
George White, an African (1810) may recount another successful rise from 
slavery, in this instance to the vocation of Methodist minister, but the free 
and converted George White must still endure the regular obstruction of 
white Methodists, who tell him that “it was the devil who was pushing me to 
preach.” 

The starkest recognition of permanent injustice comes from Broteer Furro 
in his narrative as Venture Smith. Presented by his supporters and publisher 
as a Benjamin Franklin out of slavery, Venture Smith undercuts his own 
account of conversion, marriage, freedom, and material success with story 
after story about how white neighbors swindle him in business. These stories 
culminate in a New York courtroom where leading citizens cheat him and 
then amuse themselves by taunting their victim in his “unmerited misfor- 
tune.” Not surprisingly, Venture Smith’s account of this final incident has 
nothing to do with either the satisfaction or the reasonable tones of a Frank- 
linian “way to wealth”: 


Such a proceeding as this committed on a defenceless stranger, almost worn out in 
the hard service of the world, without any foundation in reason or justice, whatever it 
may be called in a Christian land, would in my native country have been branded as a 
crime equal to highway robbery. But Captain Hart was a white gentleman, and I a poor 
African, therefore it was all right, and good enough for the black dog. 


After sixty years and considerable success in America, Broteer as Venture 
remains “a defenceless stranger” in a foreign land. Racism leaves him uphold- 
ing a homeland that is destroyed out from under him as a boy of seven. 
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Plainly, Venture is both acculturated and unacculturated as he finds him- 
self consciously and unconsciously betwixt and between. The child who 
watches as his father is tortured to death by slavers in Africa is himself the 
father whose “lips are closed in silence and in grief” over the failures of his 
own children in America. Two separate standards join the traumatized child 
and angry man in their mutual questioning of “any foundation in reason or 
justice.” The first standard is the sheer materiality of success. Venture, so 
named by a master who stamps his investment on the person of his slave, 
quickly accepts ownership as the primary social value. At one level, A 
Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Venture chronicles the material transfor- 
mations from the first sale of Broteer for four gallons of rum and a piece of 
calico to the final accumulations of Venture (“more than one hundred acres of 
land, and three habitable dwelling houses”). Numbers and exchanges, fair 
and unfair, direct this narrative with bitter consequence. The rationale of the 
life in the value of property is vulnerable to the worst instrumentalisms of 
Enlightenment thought, not excluding slavery itself. 

And yet a second and higher standard of success keeps Broteer and Venture 
together. The man from the child holds the fact of his liberty most dear. “My 
freedom is a privilege which nothing else can equal,” concludes Venture on 
the last page of his narrative. Pride mixes with pain in this assessment. 
Personal freedom and physical accumulation form a traditional combination 
in America, but neither in life nor in language can Venture find rest within 
the combination. Nothing explains the alienation in the eighteenth-century 
African American text better than the way infringements on liberty and 
property have driven Venture Smith to reject his own success as a cultural 
identification. In the end, anger drives his narrative. For Venture, the sor- 
rows of Solomon are more memorable than the joys of salvation. His last 
words are from Ecclesiastes: “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity.” 

Cognizance of the special crosscurrents, intentions, pressures, and disillu- 
sionments in eighteenth-century African American writings should aid inter- 
pretation of another work, perhaps the most misunderstood text of the entire 
period, Jupiter Hammon’s essay to his fellow slaves in New York. An Address 
to the Negroes in the State of New-York (1787) shares many of the qualities 
already examined, and it, too, mirrors the dominant culture in a manner that 
sheds light upon its literary craft. In retrospect, we can appreciate many of 
the generic considerations that will dominate early African American dis- 
course: the authenticating preface by white publishers, Hammon’s occasional 
punning on his slave status (“I am, Gentlemen, Your Servant,” he informs 
the African Society in the City of New York), his stress on education (most 
conspicuously on the capacity to read), and his resort to a double frame of 
reference in which “the poor, despised, and miserable state” of his auditors 
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catches both the eternal spirit and the temporal body so as to condemn 
slavery within the safer condemnation of impiety. 

Problems have occurred when twentieth-century readers misconstrue Jupi- 
ter Hammon’s message of obedience to masters and his acceptance of slavery 
for himself. More attention should be given to the opening tones of the 
address; they are ones of overwhelming sorrow in the slave’s fallen state, a 
sorrow that is “at times, almost too much for human nature to bear.” With 
considerable finesse, Hammon’s introduction also signifies that the price of 
addressing African Americans is white support. The same paragraph estab- 
lishes, first, that “a number of the white people . . . thought [my writings} 
might do good among their servants” and, second, that the writings them- 
selves should encourage greater solidarity among those servants. “I think you 
will be more likely to listen to what is said,” Hammon observes, “when you 
know it comes from a negro, one {of} your own nation and colour, and 
therefore can have no interest in deceiving you, or in saying any thing to you, 
but what he really thinks is your interest and duty to comply with.” The 
suggestion of a separate nation is arresting; so is the strong implication of 
insincerity in the dominant culture. 

The prevalence of humble tones does not keep Hammon from asserting 
“that liberty is a great thing, and worth seeking for.” The proof of the assertion 
lies not just in the slave’s hopes but in “the conduct of the white-people, in the 
late war.” Necessarily understated, the hypocrisy of the Revolution on slavery 
is nonetheless present in this essay. “I must say,” notes Hammon, “that I have 
hoped that God would open their eyes, when they were so much engaged for 
liberty, to think of the state of the poor blacks, and to pity us.” Interestingly, 
however, Hammon never relies on that pity. “If God designs to set us free,” he 
writes late in the essay, “he will do it, in his own time, and way.” 

Christian humility is not without its edges. Most of the essay calls for 
reliance on the next world but with an immediate sociological significance. 
The next world, like this one, divides the free and the enslaved, but heaven 
and hell, an eternal division, will separate its peoples on the basis of merit 
rather than race. The democracy of Hammon’s heaven is an impressive refer- 
ent for future use. “There are some things very encouraging in God’s word for 
such ignorant creatures as we are;” advises Hammon, “for God hath not 
chosen the rich of this world.” Then, in an understated humor that reempha- 
sizes the horror of the present, Hammon defines “the greatest fools” as those 
who become “miserable in this world, and in the world to come” by making 
themselves “slave here, and slaves forever.” “What,” he asks, at the age of 
seventy, “is forty, fifty, or sixty years, when compared to eternity?” 

As the work of a slave, An Address to the Negroes in the State of New-York is 
doubly bound by the dictates of a consensual literature, and Jupiter Ham- 
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mon’s stress upon obedience to God’s plan participates in a further complica- 
tion of these conditions. Although he uses the scriptural injunction of St. 
Paul to the Ephesians (6:5—8) to remind his slave audience of the obedience 
of servant to master, the discussion allows a useful qualification. “Now 
whether it is right, and lawful, in the sight of God, for them to make slaves 
of us or not,” Hammon reminds his slave audience, “it is our duty to obey 
our masters, in all their lawful commands.” The matter of slavery is thus left 
in God’s hands. Unfortunately, the overall strength of this argument has been 
lost because Jupiter Hammon writes out of a now forgotten shift in perspec- 
tive. God’s hands are tied in postrevolutionary politics in ways that they are 
not in the colonial period. Hammon’s real energy belongs to an earlier era, 
when God is a more visible and active presence. When Hammon warns that 
God is “terrible beyond what you can think — that he keeps you in life every 
moment — and that he can send you to that awful Hell, that you laugh at, in 
an instant,” his words reach back to Jonathan Edwards. 

The nature of the divide is both subtle and vast. Arguably, the Revolution 
inflicts another disservice on the slave population of America by separating 
church and state with such rigor. To read the pamphlet literature of the 
period is to realize that the most dynamic opponents of slavery in erghteenth- 
century America are ministers. Moreover, the extraordinary eloquence of the 
clergy on the problems of slavery in the early 1770s has much to do with 
their political power. Preachers like Nathaniel Niles in Newburyport, Massa- 
chusetts, in 1774, Gad Hitchcock in Boston in the same year, and Levi Hart 
in Preston, Connecticut, in 1775 shake the foundations of the standing order 
because they represent communities-at-large and not just the spiritual keep- 
ing of their congregations. 

Nathaniel Niles speaks for a generation of radical clergy in his masterpiece 
Two Discourses on Liberty. “God gave us liberty, and we have enslaved our 
fellow-men,” Niles announces, putting the case as bluntly as possible. “May 
we not fear that the law of retaliation is about to be executed on us? What can 
we object against it?” The questions mount as Niles forces the contradiction 
on revolutionary America: 


What excuse can we make for our conduct? What reason can we urge why our 
oppression shall not be repaid in kind? . . . Would we enjoy liberty? Then we must 
grant it to others. For shame, let us either cease to enslave our fellow-men, or else let 
us cease to complain of those that would enslave us. Let us either wash our hands 
from blood, or never hope to escape the avenger. 


These words are close to and yet far from Thomas Jefferson’s own cry over 
Slavery in Notes on the State of Virginia: “1 tremble for my country when I 
reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep for ever.” 
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One of several differences between Niles in 1774 and Jefferson in 1787 1s 
the separation of church and state. Niles, like Phillis Wheatley and Jupiter 
Hammon, assumes that civil and spiritual liberty are inseparably united. 
“The former without the latter,” he observes, “is but a body without a soul.” 
The effect in politics of this juncture is to activate an angry God in the 
perception of civil injustice. Separation, the work of the Enlightenment, 
removes that anger from the political arena and replaces it with human 
reason. Jefferson sees the limits of reason in his indictment of slavery, but his 
comprehension does not lead to a coordination of divine and secular re- 
sponses. His despairing gesture works, rather, to shift consideration of an 
impossible problem from human to divine hands. Even so, God remains a 
relatively distant figure. Sudden retribution does not shape Jefferson’s rheto- 
ric as it does the words of Niles or Hammon, and Jefferson's argument 
against slavery is correspondingly weaker and less convincing; gone from it is 
the religious voice that expects horrible and eternal punishment at any mo- 
ment for the sin of slavery. 

The oratorical shifts caused by the separation of church and state also 
protect slavery in another direction. When the clergy are removed from 
politics, a vital source of social protest goes with them. The peculiar right of 
ministers to address unpleasant and dangerous subjects in America has never 
extended to the other professions. (Certainly, no comparable unit replaces 
them in politics after 1776, and ministers have remained the most eloquent 
speakers in American civil rights to this day.) Benjamin Rush stumbles across 
the limitations imposed by this cultural truth when he writes “An Address to 
the Inhabitants of the British Settlements in America Upon Slave-Keeping” 
in 1773. “This publication . . . did me harm, by exciting the resentment of 
many slaveholders against me,” Rush, a medical doctor, jots in his autobiog- 
raphy. “It injured me in another way, by giving rise to an opinion that I had 
meddled with a controversy that was foreign to my business.” The moral 
issues in slavery are more intrinsic to preaching, and ministers never lose 
their right to comment, but their capacity to speak in politically effective 
forums dwindles in the early Republic, and their loss coincides with the rise 
of slavery. The answering rise of an effective abolitionism, thirty years later, 
will depend upon the reanimation of religious perspectives in the sectional 
debates over slavery. 

These ramifications help to explain why the religious voice has been so 
intrinsic to African American narrratives. For more than two hundred years 
after the Revolution, religion has remained the surest, the safest, and the 
most vital source of minority protest. Psychologically, it also has allowed the 
expression of an anger that minimizes corrosion in the speaker. The perse- 
cuted Christian can both act and rest within God’s wrath. Indeed, the 
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general importance of a contextualized anger cannot be sufficiently empha- 
sized in analyzing the expanding dispensations in American life. Just as 
reason is the irresistible tone of a national authority born of the Enlighten- 
ment, so anger becomes the inevitable voice of continuing change and re- 
sponse to that authority. Perceptive moments in early African-American 
writings recognize the sign of reason as an enemy. Venture Smith, denying 
any foundation in reason or justice, and Caesar Sarter, reifying reason in the 
master’s cat-o’nine tails, speak from experiences that are bitter beyond the 
ability of ordinary emotion and language to express. 


Vv 


Anger is the necessary source of change among the disempowered because 
postrevolutionary thought converts the original animus of rebellion into pros- 
pects of collective identity and manifest destiny. Nowhere is the cost of this 
shift more evident than in the tonal controls placed on women’s writing. The 
emotion most frequently denied the educated eighteenth-century woman, or 
“learned lady” as she is pejoratively termed, is anger in her own cause. Since 
any strong assertion on her part runs the risk of that classification, gender 
restrictions call for the most tractable tones in correct expression. Of course, 
the more public the expression, the more exacting those restrictions become. 

Only Tom Paine among revolutionary leaders addresses women’s rights in 
a sustained manner. An Occasional Letter on the Female Sex, written for the 
Pennsylvania Magazine in 1775, summarizes the fact of injustice. “Man with 
regard to [women], in all climates, and in all ages,” writes Paine, “has been 
either an insensible husband or an oppressor.” His letter also details the 
exclusion of women from the public sphere: “man, while he imposes duties 
upon women, would deprive them of the sweets of public esteem, and in 
exacting virtues from them, would make it a crime to aspire at honor.” 
Public virtues and honor are assigned to women rather than won by them, 
and their general exclusion from activity in the public sphere, that unofficial 
but powerful zone of influence between private discussion and formal govern- 
mental debate, sharply curtails their intellectual influence and range on every 
issue. 

Two factors, above others, detail the predicament of women who write in 
the period. An explicit contradiction between the right of assertion and the 
status of the lady — a contradiction that the eighteenth century assigns with 
special weight to polite circles of literary production — traps women writers 
within subordinating patterns of social and intellectual deference. Concur- 
rently, the cultural fear of postrevolutionary America takes a gendered form 
that effectively trivializes women when it does not charge them with danger- 
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ous behavior. Insofar as women occupy a positive space in republican ideol- 
ogy, it is in the figurative symbols of liberty and republican virtue, an 
iconography that underscores the expectation of their passivity in public 
forums. Liberty or virtue, often threatened in these renderings, refers to a 
purity of status or innocence of experience under masculine protection, cate- 
gories that preclude independent female activity. 

The conduct books and magazines of the period are filled with proscrip- 
tions relating to women. Virtually all spontaneous, energetic female behavior 
becomes suspect in them. Comparing the ideal woman to a delicate piece of 
porcelain in a typical treatment of the subject, The Ladies’ Pocket Library, 
published in Philadelphia in 1792, argues that “greater delicacy evidently 
implies greater fragility; and this weakness, natural and moral, clearly points 
out the necessity of a superior degree of caution, retirement, and reserve.” 
Since women “find their protection in their weakness, and their safety in 
their delicacy,” it follows that “pretensions to that strength of intellect, 
which is requisite to penetrate into the abstruser walks of literature . . . they 
will readily relinquish.” “Men, on the contrary, are formed for the more 
public exhibitions on the great theatre of human life” and “find their proper 
element” when they “appear terrible in arms, useful in commerce, shining in 
counsels.” 

The prevalence of this logic in early republican rhetoric is such that 
Judith Sargent Murray performs a rare act of intellectual and political 
courage in her total rejection of its implications. The “apparent superiority” 
of the male mind, she writes for The Massachusetts Magazine in “On the 
Equality of the Sexes” (1790), merely honors the circumstance that “the one 
is taught to aspire, and the other is early confined and limited.” Weakness 
in the female is what to expect when “the sister must be wholly domesti- 
cated, while the brother is led by the hand through all the flowery paths of 
science.” Sadly, the woman who overcomes these handicaps earns the unhap- 
piness and maybe the scandal “of a learned lady.” Murray adds that the role 
of domesticity can never occupy an active mind; presumed failings in the 
female character — gossip, concern with fashion, idle visiting, lavish expen- 
diture, and so on — actually reflect the frustration of exclusion from wor- 
thier forums. 

Murray’s last point deliberately touches a cultural nerve. Extravagance in 
the female figure is a lightning rod for paranoid fears in the early Republic. A 
vital simplicity, perceived to be everywhere on the wane in postrevolutionary 
America, suffers most from a spirit of luxury, and this vice frequently as- 
sumes female form in public discussion. The conventional synecdoche for 
luxury in early republican life is female dress. A Treatise on Dress, Intended as a 
friendly and seasonable Warning to the Daughters of America (1783) announces 
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that “there is no one device, in which Satan is more successful, and by which 
he leads people captive to his will, and plunges them into hell, than he does 
by charming their minds, and setting them bewitched after gay, shining, and 
costly apparel.” Proverbs on the Pride of Women (1787) deplores the vanity of 
women “going to church with the ribs of unrighteousness round their rum- 
ple; with a displayed banner of painted hypocrisy in their right hand, to 
guard their faces from the sun.” Charges of this nature are habitual and 
intense in their specificity and in their prediction of terrible outcomes. 
“Many of those women,” thunders Proverbs, “are more dangerous than the 
mouth of devouring cannons; though they appear as angels in the church, 
they are as serpents in the sheets, and as Beelzebub above the blankets.” 

Beneath the frequency and extremity of attack is an ingrained misogyny 
that eighteenth-century women have to accept when they enter political 
discourse, a price of admission that is almost incalculable. It is one thing for 
George Washington, writing to James Warren on October 7, 1785, to bring 
“luxury, effeminacy, and corruptions” together; quite another, for Abigail 
Adams to warn Mercy Otis Warren on May 14, 1787, that “luxury, with ten 
thousand evils in her train, exiled the humble virtues” tn America after the 
Revolution; and still another, for Warren herself to conclude her History of the 
Rise, Progress, and Termination of the American Revolution (1805) with the fear 
that America will someday be “effeminated by luxury.” Lost somewhere in 
the process of gender accommodation is the capacity to meet political conflict 
collectively in the public sphere as gentlemen of letters frequently do. Could 
any circle of women writers have taken a decisive political position together 
in the 1780s without raising overwhelming cries of unnatural opposition and 
effeminacy? On politics, women write in isolation if at all. It is not until 
1932 that scholars discover that Mercy Otis Warren writes Observations on the 
New Constitution, And on the Federal and State Conventions (1788), one of the 
most effective essays in anti-Federalist protest. 

The reflexive defensiveness that women writers must bring to the subject 
of their own sex is just one measure of a definitive vulnerability in address. 
When Esther de Berdt Reed, wife of the president of Pennsylvania, organizes 
a Ladies Association in support of the Revolution, she must first try to 
exculpate women who take an active role. “Who knows if persons disposed to 
censure, and sometimes too severely with regard to us,” asks Reed, “may not 
disapprove our appearing acquainted even with the actions of which our sex 
boasts?” Her broadside, The Sentiments of an American Woman (1780), lingers 
over the heroines of antiquity and glories “in all that which my sex has done 
great and commendable,” but it also quietly accepts as it laments the relative 
limitations placed upon the modern woman: “if the weakness of our Constitu- 
tion, if opinion and manners did not forbid us to march to glory by the same 
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path as the Men, we should at least equal and sometimes surpass them in our 
love for the public good.” 

Even a formidable intellectual like Abigail Adams eschews anger when she 
is attacked along gender lines. Responding on February 3, 1814, to Judge F. 
A. Vanderkemp’s complaint against “learned ladies,” Adams casts her antago- 
nist into the third person where she heaps ironies upon him: “And in the first 
place, to put him perfectly at his ease, I assure him that I make not any 
pretensions to the character of a learned lady, and therefore, according to his 
creed, I am entitled to his benevolence.” She drolly traces “the true cause” of 
Vanderkemp’s accusation to his fear of a rival, but the underlying tone of her 
letter is one of regret that softens irony and assertion. “There are so few 
women who may be really called learned,” she ponders, “that I do not wonder 
they are considered as black swans.” This language gently resists what it 
must admit. Pressing against dominant assumptions, it clarifies otherwise 
obscure ideological boundaries. The black swan is a blight not to itself but in 
the eye of the beholder — a faulty male beholder who fixes on a false incongru- 
ity between education and capacity. 

Abigail Adams both welcomes and denies the power of blackness. The 
innate grace of the simile retains all sense of earned capacity, even as the 
circumstance suggests sharp limits on the progress of the Enlightenment and 
maybe on the very nature of the Enlightenment. What can be the importance 
of learning in a world where “learned” has become a pejorative term? Adams 
insists upon the capacity under challenge. “It is very certain,” she observes, 
“that a well-informed woman, conscious of her nature and dignity, is more 
capable of performing the relative duties of life, and of engaging and retain- 
ing the affections of a man of understanding, than one whose intellectual 
endowments rise not above the common level.” The instrumental acknowl- 
edgment of functionalism in marriage — approved by her male antagonist — 
marches hand in hand with the separate ideal of knowing one’s own nature 
and dignity. 

For women who live more on the margins of republican culture, the cost of 
suppressing and internalizing their anger is noticeably higher. The “aged 
matron” of The Female Advocate, an anonymous pamphlet printed in New 
Haven in 1801, “belongs to a class, whose weakness is become quite prover- 
bial among the self sufficient lords of this lower world.” She expects reproach 
“if she should attempt to say any thing, on behalf of her own sex, or a single 
word on the long exploded subject of female merit.” This speaker has been 
“so wounded” by the “contempt” and “self distant superiority” of patriarchal 
structures that she must struggle to hush her thoughts on the ingratitude and 
reproaches of others. Fearing to give offense but bitterly “cumbered with 
much serving,” the female advocate asks only for the merit to which she is 
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entitled, a share in literary concerns. “I contend indeed for the honor of 
intellectual worth,” she declares. Her aspirations and tensions are joined in 
this statement. Using both, the author produces the single most compelling 
American pamphlet on women’s rights for a decade in either direction. 

Many themes percolate through The Female Advocate, including the need 
for equality between the sexes for there to be real friendship, the goal of 
women’s education to secure that equality, the type for equality in the 
Christian religion, the active danger of ignorance for women left alone in an 
unfriendly world, the arbitrary rule of “all arrogating man,” the double 
standard in seduction, the unfair opprobrium reserved for “masculine” or 
active women, and the unacceptable narrowness of a life confined to domestic 
cares (“shall women... never expand an idea beyond the walls of her 
house?”). But every theme is informed and driven by an initial, stunned, and 
stunning recognition: namely, that the Enlightenment, as defined by men, 
utterly excludes women from its purview. If the Enlightenment signifies the 
capacity to know and the spread of knowledge, what can it mean, asks the 
female advocate, when “the arrogant assumers of male merit” believe that 
“our sex arrived at its zenith of improvement, at the age of twenty-one”? Is it 
possible, she wonders, that she has not improved since that age? “If so, what 
a pitiable misfortune to me, that I was born a woman!” The rest of the 
pamphlet is a triumphant reversal of these connotations. The “sincere Advo- 
cate for the Merits of her Sex” explains her situation through the knowledge 
of experience. She is the living image of the Kantian imperative “dare to 
know.” 

The anonymity of the female advocate is a reminder that every assertive 
woman in early republican culture needs some disguise for protection and 
control. For Deborah Sampson that mask is the literal one of cross dressing. 
Hired out as a farm employee from the age of ten, Sampson adopts men’s 
clothing and joins the revolutionary army as Robert Shurtleff when she 
completes her indenture at twenty-one. It is, she decides, the one way that an 
impoverished but vigorous woman can satisfy her curiosity to see the world, 
or, in the words of her eighteenth-century biographer, “she determined to 
burst the bands which, it must be confessed, have too often held her sex in 
awe.” Deborah Sampson serves for three years undetected (1781—4), sees 
heavy fighting at White Plains, Tarrytown, and Yorktown, and receives 
serious wounds before her real identity is finally discovered in Philadelphia. 
Passing 1s as much a question of performance as appearance. “Her counte- 
nance and voice were feminine; but she conversed with such ease on the 
subject of theology, on political subjects, and military tactics, that her 
manner would seem to be masculine.” 

This cross-gendered voice, now regrettably lost, gives way to a biography of 
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the female soldier with more conventional purposes in mind. Herman Mann's 
The Female Review; Or, Memoirs of an American Young Lady (1797) reclaims the 
propriety undermined by Sampson’s disguise, rejects “Female Enterprise,” and 
extols the unblemished purity and retiring modesty of the maiden ideal. 
According to Mann, men and women should read Deborah Sampson’s story 
with their separate spheres in mind. The woman soldier's “irregular” heroism, 
“while it deserves the applause of every patriot and veteran, must chill the 
blood of the tender and sensible female.” Women must learn to rechannel the 
example of Sampson’s energy back into their proper, domestic sphere. 
Throughout, the soldier’s accomplishments remain “a great presumption in a 
female, on account of the inadequateness of her nature.” The biography both 
reveres and resists the revolutionary heroism of its subject. In a unique ambiva- 
lence for the times on this theme, one that vividly confirms the exclusiveness of 
connection between patriotism and patriarchy in the early Republic, The 
Female Review reveals itself in reversals. Deborah Sampson may stand for patri- 
otic heroism, but Herman Mann — the very name of the male author redoubles 
his theme — writes to raise the alarm of eighteenth-century men; he seeks to 
expose the disguise of the assertive woman. 

The disguise of Eliza Lucas Pinckney (1723-93) is harder to penetrate 
because more conventional. A surviving letterbook shows how it worked. 
Scientist, farmer, businesswoman, and matriarch of the leading family in 
South Carolina, Pinckney masks herself in a life of service. The young Eliza 
Lucas is mistress of three plantations by the age of seventeen; her responsibili- 
ties include the cultivation of five thousand acres of land, commercial arrange- 
ments and correspondence in the sale and shipping of products, the direct 
supervision of twenty slaves and of the overseers of two other plantations, the 
education of a younger sister, and the management of family interests in 
Charleston society. “I shall begin to think my self an old woman before I am 
well a young one having these weighty affairs upon my hands,” she wryly 
observes at nineteen. Her every enterprise, in the constant refrain of her 
letters, is the work of an “obedient and ever devoted daughter,” one who 
mollifies the demands of an anxious and complaining absent father, George 
Lucas, a British army officer and the lieutenant governor in Antigua. 

The school of obedience serves Eliza well in 1744 when, at twenty-one, she 
marries Charles Pinckney, a widower twenty-four years her senior. She re- 
solves “next to my God, to make it my Study to please him,” and when 
Pinckney dies suddenly in 1758, she automatically transfers all sense of 
service to familial honor and her three surviving children. Few accomplish as 
much as Eliza Lucas Pinckney in the midst of self-abnegation. Her experimen- 
tations in indigo and crop rotation earn her a name in the history of agricul- 
tural science, her letterbook of correspondence encapsulates colonial Charles- 
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ton from 1738—1762, and her adroit management of economic and social 
assets raises the Pinckney name over all others 1n South Carolina. 

Self-deprecation always accompanies the accomplishments of Eliza Lucas 
Pinckney; the device shrouds the enormous energy and intelligence that 
might otherwise have upset the community around her. The young girl 
evades an early marriage proposal by disarming the wishes of her father with 
self-disparaging humor. When her future husband sees “a fertile brain at 
schemeing” and “the little Visionary” in her agricultural experiments, she 
confirms his opinions without changing her course. The language of defer- 
ence is her shield. “Your reasoning is convincing and unanswerable,” she tells 
him on one occasion, “and your reproof more obliging than the highest 
compliment you could have made me.” Typically, her reading of Richardson’s 
Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded (1740-1) finds fault with the heroine for “that 
disgusting liberty of praising herself.” Eliza Pinckney, by way of contrast, 
deflects attention by minimizing her role. The wealthy and cultivated young 
widow will avoid envy and suspicion in 1762 by mocking herself, “an old 
woman in the Wilds of America.” Tenaciously protecting the Pinckney 
holdings amidst the war and devastation of 1779, she will minimize loss by 
telling her children “I cant want but little, nor that little long.” Meanwhile, 
her creditors receive a careful account of extensive properties to offset the 
embarrassment of temporary financial inconvenience. 

The rewards in these strategies coexist with a concession. The matriarch 
succeeds partly by muting all sense of a political voice. Eliza Pinckney can be 
supremely effective in negotiating for the care and release of her captured son 
Major Thomas Pinckney in 1780. On the other hand, the success of those 
negotiations has something to do with her decision to speak and write in 
nonpartisan terms. Fully committed to the Revolution, this mother of two 
army officers does not seem to have engaged in public commentary on the 
conflict itself; her apparent restraint, even in extant family correspondence, is 
part of her discipline in dealing with patriarchal authority. And the accommo- 
dation is not an unusual one. Martha Ballard, a New England midwife, 
supplies a parallel example in very different circumstances when she keeps a 
diary between 1785 and 1812 in Hallowell, Maine. A leading figure in her 
community, Ballard also maintains herself by avoiding political engagement 
and local controversy. For the successful woman of the period, political 
articulation on major issues is rarely part of an independent engagement in 
communal affairs. 

The hallmarks of Pinckney’s thought are piety and reason. As the first 
quality insures humility and sacrifice, so the second avoids enthusiasm and 
imbalance with all of these combinations geared toward successful endeavor. 
These virtues are ones to expect in the accomplished figure of neoclassical 
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lore, but they grow into rigid prerequisites for the lady who would lead. 
“Consider what you owe to your self, your Country and family,” Eliza 
Pinckney counsels a grandson in 1782. For herself and the women around 
her, these priorities are exactly reversed: family, then country, then self. The 
primary virtue of disinterestedness leads toward public service and recogni- 
tion for the early republican man; toward self-effacement and the hope of 
private acknowledgment in the accomplished republican woman. Pinckney’s 
achievements are all the greater for their necessary indirections, but they 
must also be understood in the context of fixed and sharp gender restriction. 
There is no place for transforming anger to enter Eliza Lucas Pinckney’s 
frame of reference or, for that matter, for it to legitimate the role of any other 
American woman as a public figure in eighteenth-century life — one reason, 
perhaps, why the new and still suspect form of the novel will situate anger so 
strongly as pathos in writings such as Susanna Rowson’s Charlotte Temple 
(1791) and Hannah Foster’s The Coquette (1797). The more covert strategies 
of fiction not only welcome anonymity when needed, they also establish an 
ideal forum for mixing private and public events and understandings. 
Anger is transformative, however, when it partakes of the enabling wrath 
of the Revolution. By the same token, to be without it in early republican 
culture is to be disenfranchised. For if the Revolution comes alive in the 
spirit of declaration, women must still ask for their rights. It may be that 
Thomas Paine, as the angriest revolutionary, comes closest among men to 
writing out the plight of women in the revolutionary period, but he also robs 
them of all access to his most vital emotion. Women, unlike men, do not 
seize their rights in Paine’s writings. They remain the supplicants of a 
masculine world, and they ask for the minimal justice of recognition. 
“ “Be not our tyrants in all,’ ” runs Paine’s imagined version of this suppli- 
cating voice in An Occasional Letter on the Female Sex. “ ‘Permit our names to 
be sometimes pronounced beyond the narrow circle in which we live... . 
deny us not that public esteem which, after the esteem of one’s self, is the 
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sweetest reward of well doing.’ ” The ability of the female voice to demand its 
rights, instead of pleading for them, will take centuries rather than years to 
develop, and central to that slow realization will be its difficulty in coming 
to grips with an ugly fact. Self-esteem in American culture depends upon the 


Capacity to express public anger in a righteous cause. 


Vi 


The dilemma of the disempowered can be read in their inability to wield that 
emotion within the workings of the new nation, and a number of variables 
are at work in the limitation. In part, the shift from participation in the 
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Revolution to contemplation of it forces corresponding changes in the under- 
standing and expression of originating angers. In part, the widely perceived 
fragility of early republican culture qualifies all further disruptive exercises of 
revolutionary spirit. In part, too, the success of revolutionary anger leads 
away from the solidarity of facing external enemies and toward the fragmen- 
tary and divisive practice of finding enemies within. 

All of these variables work against Americans with limited access to the 
public sphere. Indeed, the same tendencies, raised in certain ways and ap- 
plied in given situations, channel cultural resentments directly against the 
disenfranchised. The hope for cohesion in republican society is a dangerous 
perception for those left outside. The Native American as logical opponent, 
the slave as feared rebel, and the woman as a symbol of luxury are only the 
easiest targets of early republican rage. Many other categories, essentially any 
group not identifiable as successfully republican, have been occasional candi- 
dates and sometime victims. 

The loose displacement of originating communal angers appears in a strik- 
ing detail, the official seal of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts from 
1780. In formal description, the seal shows “an Indian, dressed in his Shirt, 
Maggosins, belted proper, in his right hand a Bow, TOPAZ, in his left an 
Arrow, its point towards the Base.” A crest, just above this representation, 
depicts “On a Wreath a Dexter Arm clothed and ruffled proper, grasping a 
Broad Sword, the Pummel and Hilt, TOPAZ, with this Motto: Ense Petit 
Placidam Sub Libertate Quietem {by the sword, he seeks peace under liberty}.” 
The inscription, taken from Algernon Sidney, martyr to English liberty and 
author of the influential Dzscourses Concerning Goverment (1698), signals the 
need for willed acts of violence in the name of liberty, but the overall 
representation gives that meaning an additional turn, and the extent of the 
turn appears in a basic shift in iconography. The original seal of the Massachu- 
setts Bay Colony in 1675 also presents a Native American, though one who 
clearly symbolizes peaceful agrarian purposes and who formally salutes En- 
glish settlers to “come over and help us.” With this salutation dropped, the 
added configuration of elements in 1780 is quite different in meaning. 

The entirety of the new seal portrays the right arm of authority (the 
gentleman’s arm, shirt, and sword) raised in threatening posture over an 
oblivious Native American. And the immediacy of this image is strength- 
ened by historical context. The seal of 1780 is conceived within three years of 
the murder of Jane McCrea, a tragedy in which the worst fears of New 
Englanders are fanned into wartime frenzy when the daughter of a Presbyte- 
rian minister 1s scalped and further mutilated by Native Americans as part of 
the British advance from Canada under General Burgoyne. The design also 
follows by just a year the military expedition that systematically devastates 
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Iroquois civilization in the western part of the northern states. Obviously, 
and for many republicans in 1780, more than symbolism is involved in their 
coat of arms; the sword of Massachusetts is poised for righteous and repeated 
descent. 

Postrevolutionary Americans refocus the anger of their beginnings without 
quite recognizing the shift. Remembrance includes a mode of forgetting. 
Tom Paine, writing To the People of England on the Invasion of England, tries in 
1804 to revive the original moment by reminding everyone that “the Ameri- 
can Revolution began on untried ground” and that “some bold exertion was 
necessary to shock {[benumbed reasoning faculties} into reflection.” Not coin- 
cidentally, these views bespeak the radical side of the Enlightenment: rejec- 
tion of the past with trust in the awakening power of reason. But Paine, as 
always, ts asking for too much. No culture can long sustain itself on untried 
ground or bold exertions, and reason alone cannot control communal uncer- 
tainties. Republicans want to curb their fear of the unknown. Familiar 
ground, not untried, is what they seek, and they expect the completed 
success of the Revolution to provide it for them. 

It is not easy, in consequence, to determine how long or in what sense the 
Republic remains a revolutionary culture. What is plain is how quickly the 
achievements of the Enlightenment (the spread of knowledge) and of the 
Revolution (victory) overshadow the processes of Enlightenment thought 
(daring to know) and distort the practices of revolutionary action (galvaniz- 
ing anger in the name of liberty). Tired of years of strife and eager to create a 
uniform foundation out of the Revolution, early republicans want most of all 
to secure their achievement in time and place. They need the standard that a 
spirit of achievement and an appropriate sense of story can give them, and 
their search for heroes is the most prominent manifestation of that need. 

A function of narrative expectations as well as cultural aspirations, the 
revolutionary hero literalizes anger by sealing it off in postrevolutionary 
discourse. The wrath of a Patrick Henry or of a George Washington now 
belongs to the highest order. A figure of this sort becomes a simulacrum of 
angers completed or at least stilled. Cast together in the role of founding 
fathers, these figures acquire the status of achievers almost before they are 
fully recognized as rebels. Soon enough in the popular imagination, the 
expectation of high-mindedness in the hero replaces the acrimony of actual 
wartime participation. By 1826, antebellum orators like Daniel Webster will 
have turned these founders into fixed and eternal constellations that guide 
America with “the united blaze of a thousand lights.” And although it is 
simplicity itself to attach these motionless and mythologized figures to the 
victory of the Revolution, it becomes increasingly difficult to apply them 
with any force to the animus of further action. 
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The cult of the hero as a symbol system explains a great deal about early 
republican ideology, and the first histories of the Revolution show what ts 
really at stake in the phenomenon. David Ramsay in The History of the 
American Revolution (1789) and Mercy Otis Warren in Hustory of the Rise, 
Progress and Termination of the American Revolution (1805) are Federalist against 
anti-Federalist in politics, southerner against northerner in regional identity, 
male against female in domestic character, and parvenu against social pillar 
in society, but they agree on three things as historians: the Revolution is the 
struggle of American virtue against European avarice, the American historian 
rightly extols that virtue in a narrative of events, and, finally, virtue itself 
declines dangerously in the aftermath of the Revolution. All three premises 
dictate vigorous commemoration of the revolutionary hero, where heroism 
magnifies and celebrates disinterested, patriotic action. Although the con- 
spicuous type for this figure is always George Washington, recognition of 
every hero helps republicans, in Ramsay’s words, to “cultivate justice both 
public and private.” The presentation of patriotic action, correctly compre- 
hended, sustains the revolutionary victory of public interest over private 
feeling. 

For both Ramsay and Warren, there is every reason for urgency in the 
personification of public virtue. Ramsay’s history deplores the aftermath, 
“the languid years of peace, when selfishness usurped the place of public 
spirit.” Warren begins her own work warning that principles “have been 
nearly annihilated. . . . the causes which involved the thirteen colonies in 
confusion and blood are scarcely known, amidst the rage of accumulation and 
the taste for expensive pleasures that have since prevailed.” If the exaltation 
of virtuous leaders seems to have been shrill in these histories, it is because 
both writers think that virtue unaided will not restrain vice. The battle of 
good over evil, foreordained in religious discourse, unfolds with extreme 
uncertainty in these secular histories. “It is an unpleasing part of history,” 
Warren concludes, “when ‘corruption begins to prevail, when degeneracy 
marks the manners of the people, and weakens the sinews of the state.’ ” 
Ramsay, for his part, ends with the hope of progressive happiness, but he 
fears in the same breath that republicans will “degenerate into savages.” 

Employment of the revolutionary figure in patterns of emulation responds 
to these anxieties, but it also subverts ideological impetuses for further 
change. When David Ramsay writes that the victory at Yorktown produces 
“a social triumph and exultation, which no private prosperity is ever able to 
fully inspire,” he locks Americans into a worthier past. The disempowered, 
in particular, are frozen in time when the fixed achievements of the Revolu- 
tion replace all sense of a radical awareness in the people. The eighteenth- 
century pantheon of heroes contains no models for newer and different kinds 
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of Americans to emulate in their struggle for equal representation. Neither 
does it suffice for the unrepresented to add their own heroes as eighteenth- 
century women writers like Esther de Berdt Reed and “the Female Advocate” 
of New Haven try to do. 

The problems in emulation go well beyond representation. Recognition of 
the hero or heroine — however inspiring and however indicative of capacity — 
runs counter to the technical articulation and procedural protection of human 
rights. The timeless achievement of the one cuts across the timely process in 
the other. The celebration of detached or dispassionate service can easily 
deflect new quests for entitlement as petitioners turn into factions or interest 
groups under the critical gaze of those who can afford a disinterested mien. 
Inevitably, the retrospective tendencies in emulation resist the safeguards of 
formal complaint and proper redress. 

Of course, the Revolution simultaneously encourages the exercise of in- 
alienable rights, protects the right of petition, maintains the legality of 
formal complaint, and allows for redress. It is both radical possibility and 
reified monolith in early republican ideology. David Ramsay, whose Federal- 
ist leanings produce a conservative vision in 1789, can also discern and 
celebrate the effect of change. The Revolution brings “a vast expansion of the 
human mind.” “It seemed,” he adds, “as if the war not only required but 
created talents. Men . . . spoke, wrote, and acted, with an energy far surpass- 
ing all expectations which could be reasonably founded on their previous 
acquirements.” As the conservative Ramsay is able to extol the expansive 
energy in expectations, so the more radical Mercy Otis Warren can worry 
about the “truly alarming” disturbances that threaten “civil convulsions” in 
the 1780s. 

Closely examined, the Revolution is always both triumph and troubling 
event. It figures in both a radical frame and a conservative continuum, and it 
can be either one in Warren’s insistence that it appear “the pole-star of the 
statesman, respected by the rising generation.” At issue in the conflict of 
impulses is the variable and volatile revolutionary understanding of republi- 
cans caught up in constant and stressful cultural change. Then, as now, 
claims of a guiding uprightness, assertions of patriotic well-being, and as- 
sumptions about a place in human history are the elements of a successful 
public American voice. The main difference in the early Republic is that each 
element revolves obsessively around the suddenly colossal past. 

Who will own the Revolution and to what end? The voices of postrevolu- 
tionary discourse are explosive and timid, hopeful and despairing, angry and 
complacent — often in the same moment — in a battleground of conflicted 
and conflicting voices over the meaning of the Revolution. To what extent 
does the disappearing past animate a claim about the future? Should revolu- 
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tionary triumphs be conserved or their spirit extended? The perceptive critic 
can find these cautionary and expansive voices and tendencies in just about 
every major intellectual figure and must gauge which elements dominate and 
for what reasons. 

Compounding these questions is a final element in postrevolutionary 
American expression that is so ubiquitous as frequently to be missed alto- 
gether. The universally acclaimed success of the Revolution enters into an 
equally omnipresent possibility of pervading loss. These tones reach an apo- 
theosis of sorts in Abraham Lincoln’s First Inaugural Address (1861), where 
“the mystic chords of memory” stretch back to touch “the better angels of our 
nature,” but they exist throughout the public literature of the early Republic 
and antebellum culture. 

Everywhere the recognition of rapid change vies with the desire to appear 
in control of it, and over everything looms a vague nostalgia about what is 
passing or missing. Loss is the elusive variable in determining voice in early 
republican literature. Speaker after speaker points to the fragility of what has 
been gained in the fact or likelihood of breakage, and in these perceptions the 
anger of the Revolution competes with something that comes very close to a 
communal sense of mourning. The American Enlightenment begins in the 
time of Samuel Davies’s refrain over the death of George II in 1760: “George 
is no more!” It ends in 1826 with Daniel Webster entoning “Adams and 
Jefferson are no more!” How and where increasingly democratic voices place 
themselves within this ever-moving sense of regret is, in large measure, the 
story of American literature. 
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ROM 1790 TO 1820, there was not a book, a speech, a conversation, 

or a thought in the state.” So wrote Ralph Waldo Emerson in 1852, 

glancing back from the heyday of Romanticism to what he considered 
the cultural blankness of the formative years. Until the 1980s, academic 
criticism accepted and elaborated this pejorative assessment of postrevolution- 
ary culture. To modern readers, there seemed little to admire in the letters of 
the early Republic apart from its political documents. The consensus held 
that the literature produced by Americans before Washington Irving and 
James Fenimore Cooper was derivative of English models, lacking in original- 
ity and individual expressiveness, and fatally weakened by its commitment to 
didacticism. In effect, the consensus concurred with the Emersonian judg- 
ment that wo literary art existed in this country until the awakening of the 
Romantic spirit. 

This picture has now been revised, as new interest in the writing of the 
early Republic has brought fuller appreciation of that writing’s goals and 
character, but it is instructive to reflect on the reasons for the persistent 
neglect of postrevolutionary culture. The supposition has been that the writ- 
ing of the federal era defies sympathetic understanding because it lacks 
intrinsic merit. This objection assumes that all literature should be held to 
the same standard of evaluation. It takes for granted the existence of an 
ahistorical notion of what constitutes literary achievement, one that gives 
absolute primacy to aesthetic value. Yet the privileging of the aesthetic as 
something desirable purely for its own sake was itself the product — at least 
in America — of a historical configuration that postdated the early national 
period. 

The tradition of writing inaugurated in the 1830s and 1840s long ob- 
scured perception of previous American literature. For Emerson and the 
handful of his contemporaries whose works established the national canon, 
imaginative art was differentiated from religious, moral, and civic forms of 
discourse. These authors ceased to construe literature’s role as instructional, 
as teaching readers virtue or equipping them to be better citizens. One need 
only think of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s ambiguous “morals” to The Scarlet Letter 
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(1850) and The House of the Seven Gables (1851) to recognize how attenuated 
the idea of literary usefulness had become by the mid-nineteenth century. A 
heightened emphasis on private as opposed to public and collective goals 
accompanied this shedding of pedagogical requirement. The canonical artist 
strove for an original voice that communicated the author’s unique personal- 
ity, and this art thematized the quest for self-fulfillment. The Romantic 
narrative typically relates a saga of interiority in which the unfolding of the 
protagonist’s inner being occupies center stage. 

Corresponding to the uniqueness or autonomy of the artwork was a concep- 
tion of the literary career as a discrete vocation. The canonical writer aspired 
to be a professional, someone who entered into competition with other 
authors for fame and money. Although artists were obliged to supplement 
their royalties with lecture tours or by toiling in customhouses, they thought 
of themselves above all as writers, as people who subsisted by the pen. 
Composing was not confined to moments stolen from duties as ministers, 
physicians, or judges; it was a full-time activity determining the very shape 
of working lives. Finally, the fictions, poems, and essays written and pub- 
lished in the antebellum era had the status of commodities. Not only were 
literary wares regularly put into the market to be sold for money, but the 
writers regarded their creations as “private” property from which they ex- 
pected or at least hoped to derive a profit. 

The distinctive features of Romantic art were either missing or existed 
only in embryo in the literature of the formative period. Most literary histo- 
ries still try to recuperate the earlier writing by invoking continuities to the 
canon: they validate Charles Brockden Brown as a forerunner of Herman 
Melville and praise Joel Barlow because he wrote an epic about the United 
States that somehow looks ahead to Hart Crane’s The Bridge (1930). The 
strategy 1s misconceived because it places postrevolutionary literature in the 
context of the history of autonomous art. A better comparison, to which we 
will return, would be to the domestic novelists of the 1850s, a group who 
shared the earlier writers’ resistance to categorical differentiation; it is no 
wonder that these two forgotten phases of American culture have been redis- 
covered at the same time. In exploring postrevolutionary literature, we 
should take our cue from the authors themselves, for whom the belletristic 
was always secondary to social ends. Strictly aesthetic terms give limited 
access to an array of works dedicated to utility; categories drawn from outside 
literature have greater explanatory power. The insistent presence of “nonliter- 
ary” elements in the writings of the new Republic directs attention to the 
eighteenth-century matrix and to a constellation of attitudes that marked not 
just poetry and fiction but society and politics as well. 

Early American literature was the product of a historical formation domi- 
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nated by republicanism, communalism, and a preindustrial agrarian economy. 
Republicanism, the governing ideology of the revolutionary era, envisioned 
one’s highest calling as active participation in the civic realm. Republicans 
understood virtue as the subordination of private interest to the good of the 
commonwealth. Benjamin Rush, a signer of the Declaration of Independence, 
declared that every young man ina republic must “be taught that he does not 
belong to himself, but that he is public property.” The citizen’s talents, time, 
“nay more, life, belong to his country.” Republicans idealized economic inde- 
pendence but disapproved of the unfettered pursuit of gain. Many distrusted 
commerce because of its tendency to absorb one’s energies in money-making 
and because of its historic associations with luxury and selfishness. Republican- 
ism’s traditional side was palpable in its deferential notion of authority. In- 
volvement in the polity was usually restricted to white males with property, 
and only “the better sort,” the well-off and educated minority, was presumed 
fit to rule. Liberalism, strongly on the rise after independence, was challeng- 
ing republican assumptions and chipping away at the public—private hierar- 
chy. But eighteenth-century Americans continued to uphold the credo of civic 
humanism, the belief that individuals owed their primary obligation to the 
collectivity. 

Prevailing economic conditions reinforced these ideological biases. The 
postrevolutionary United States was an agrarian society with production 
centered in the home. The great majority of persons lived on farms and 
supported themselves by their own labor. They enjoyed a measure of self- 
sufficiency in food and in clothing. Even isolated communities relied on 
some outside trade, but the primitive condition of transportation tended to 
confine commercial dealings to within local regions and to inhibit the devel- 
opment of extended market networks. In rural areas, exchange retained an 
Orientation toward use: farmers swapped produce and services and often 
carried on transactions without the mediation of cash. Demands for improved 
roads and more available currency multiplied as early as the 1780s, and 
growing numbers of people engaged in entrepreneurial ventures as the coun- 
try entered the nineteenth century. Still, customary arrangements and impera- 
tives remained paramount: local autonomy, allegiance to the family unit of 
production rather than to individual initiative, and social valuation of eco- 
nomic activity defined the day-to-day world of most Americans. 

The legal system buttressed the communal strain in the new nation’s 
polity and economic life. Historians of American law have shown how tradi- 
tional suppositions colored understanding of property rights and imposed 
curbs on the freedom of owners to buy, to sell, and to develop. Custom 
combined with legal decisions to restrain acquisitive practices, such as usury, 
which were perceived as affronting the public welfare. Common-law doc- 
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trines strengthened the republican view of land as the foundation of civic 
independence. The principal species of property in an overwhelmingly agri- 
cultural republic, land was a possession to be worked and cherished rather 
than a speculative asset. Not until the nineteenth century did legal decisions 
dismantle customary restraints and help to transform property into an instru- 
ment geared to profit, with private rights of development superseding com- 
munity standards. 

The letters of the early Republic should be described as republican and 
communal as much as pre-Romantic. In the half century after independence, 
American culture reenacted on a miniaturized scale the transition in Western 
civilization from the epic to the novel — from a literature that was public, 
functional, and possessed by all to one that was subjective, individualistic, 
and commodified. Consider the devotion to factuality that so pervaded 
eighteenth-century literature. In one respect, of course, fidelity to “what 
happened” signaled a turn toward empiricism. Literary historicity expressed 
the modernizing impulse of the Enlightenment, the age of science, print, 
and revolution. Yet paradoxically the same aspiration to truthfulness articu- 
lated a quarrel with the modern. Historicity registered resistance to individu- 
alism and to the privatizing of narrative, and it imparted to American letters, 
the novel included, some of the epic’s communality. The point can be 
grasped by glancing at two of the era’s most important fictions, William Hill 
Brown’s The Power of Sympathy, published in 1789 and usually designated the 
first American novel, and Hannah Foster’s The Coquette, which appeared in 
1797. 

Both books, in the manner typical of the early novel, present themselves as 
founded on actual events. Both play down the role of the imagination in their 
making; both insist upon their practical value as moral instruction and warn 
against the dangers of reading novels. Paralleling its main seduction plot, 
Brown's tale contains several interpolated narratives, at least two of which 
have been shown to be closely patterned on contemporaneous incidents. One, 
the story of Ophelia and Mr. Martin, which is related in letters 21 through 
23, was inspired by the tragic love affair of Perez Morton, a well-connected 
Bostonian, and his sister-in-law, Frances Apthorp, who committed suicide; 
the episode was public knowledge at the time Brown wrote his novel. A 
second nested narrative on the evils of seduction appears as a long footnote to 
letter 11 and concerns Elizabeth Whitman, a Connecticut woman who is 
identified by name and whose death had been reported only six months 
earlier in newspaper obituary notices. This episode also provided the basis for 
Foster’s The Coquette, where the historical Elizabeth Whitman resurfaces as 
the barely disguised Eliza Wharton. 

Neither Brown nor Foster regarded narrative as a personal possession, and 
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neither made any claims for the distinctive individuality of the creative pro- 
cess. Narratives were common property, or “public knowledge,” and even the 
appearance of a story in someone else’s novel did not preclude its being recycled 
ina later work of fiction. On the contrary, the familiarity of a tale seems to have 
been in its favor, just as lack of recognition could be a strike against it; hence a 
reviewer of The Power of Sympathy objected to its putative factuality on the 
grounds that the main plot was not known to him personally as a resident of 
Boston. Foster modeled her characters after recognizable persons: the Rever- 
end Mr. Boyer, Eliza’s respectable suitor, was widely known to have been based 
On a prominent pastor of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, and the original for 
Major Sanford, the man responsible for Eliza’s undoing, was Pierrepont Ed- 
wards, youngest son of the Great Awakener. 

An enumeration of the reasons for the native novel’s deference to “truth” 
would have to include the Puritan-Protestant dislike of fanciful embellish- 
ment, the suspicion of fictionality Americans acquired from their reading of 
Scottish Common Sense philosophy, and the luster of history writing among 
a people who learned much of their politics from Whiggish chronicles of 
ancient Greece and Rome. But the novel’s documentary emphasis proclaimed 
a customary spirit as well as a commitment to the rational. The perception of 
narrative as common inheritance, as what everyone knew, firmly situated 
American novels in the social and political context of an agrarian republic 
still shaped largely by communitarian and civic humanist priorities. Fiction 
was not yet a display of subjectivity, not yet the private imagining of a 
Romantic creator. It was still entrenched in public lore and the life history of 
actual persons and had not achieved the status of a separate, autonomous 
sphere of art. 

The fact-based, corporate view of narrative, often struggling to contain 
more inventive impulses, appeared everywhere in the literature of the young 
nation. In poetry, epiclike recitations of patriotic accomplishments aboun- 
ded. Joseph Brown Ladd’s “The Prospect of America,” printed in his Poems of 
Arouet (1786), celebrates military exploits from the war with Britain and 
memorializes heroic officers by name. Generals Greene, Putnam, Gates, 
Wayne, Lincoln, Warren, Mercer, Montgomery, and Washington (the “Sec- 
ond Fabius” to whom Ladd inscribed the poem) parade before the reader. 
“Shall not the Muse record each patriot name,” asked another would-be 
Homer, “On the rich tablet of harmonic sound?” Public events and figures 
provided constant inspiration for the drama, from Mercy Otis Warren’s 
satirical farce The Adulateur (1773), which deals with the Boston Massacre; 
through William Dunlap’s historical tragedy André (1798), in which Wash- 
ington appears as a character along with the British spy he ordered hanged; to 
a half dozen plays about American troubles with the Barbary pirates, among 
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them Susanna Rowson’s Slaves in Algiers (1794) and Mordecai M. Noah’s The 
Siege of Tripoli (1820). 

Respect for facts in belles lettres stemmed in part from the resilience of 
oral discourse in the United States. The Republic was not yet the definitively 
print society it became in the nineteenth century. Print is usually thought of 
as a modernizing technology and the destroyer of oral culture, but the two 
media were not always distinct at this time, and factuality was an area where 
their proclivities initially overlapped. Print was clearly more congenial to 
factual retention, but in the long run, documentary superiority authorized 
greater imaginativeness in the arts, by relieving fictional genres from the 
obligation to preserve. Oral poems and narratives, at first probably reinforced 
in their tendencies by the spread of print, clung to facts as a way of handing 
down tradition and perpetuating collective memory of past events. A poem 
predating the revolutionary era, Lucy Terry’s “Bars Fight” (1746), exempli- 
fies oral practices. Terry’s ballad endured verbally for more than a century 
before being printed in 1855. The opening lines meticulously record histori- 
cal dates and persons: 


August, ‘twas the twenty-fifth, 
Seventeen hundred forty-six; 

The Indians did in ambush lay, 

Some very valiant men to slay, 

The Names of whom II] not leave out. 
Samuel Allen like a hero fout. 


Besides esteem for facts, oral qualities that blended with eighteenth- 
century print culture included a commitment to usefulness. Preaching, a 
staple of Puritan-Protestant belief, coupled with the importance of oratory in 
a republican polity, accustomed Americans to think of linguistic perfor- 
mances as collective experiences imparting instruction. Such expectations did 
not vanish overnight but seeped into printed discourse; they fortified the idea 
that literature was a public art and that, like the epic, it belonged to and 
gave voice to the community. The tenacity of oral remnants discouraged 
originality and private insight. Oral forms depended on repetition and formu- 
las, so that they could be memorized by speakers and easily grasped by 
audiences; startling with the unexpected thwarted the works’ didactic and 
informational aims. The popularity of proverbs among all ranks in the eigh- 
teenth century reflected the hold of oral habits on the public’s imagination. 
Anonymous and impersonal, proverbs conveyed collective wisdom and defied 
notions of copyright and individual inspiration. 

Early American copyright law did not greatly expedite the movement 
toward viewing letters as private inspiration and property. Of course, the 
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security of copyright is an essential condition for the encouragement of 
authorship; without it, there could be no professional class of writers. But 
the Copyright Act passed by Congress in 1790 afforded protection to Ameri- 
can authors only, with consequences detrimental to the emergence of a native 
literature. English editions could be reissued (or rather pirated) in the United 
States without printers having to reimburse the writers or original publish- 
ers. The fact that native books invariably cost more made them less attractive 
to booksellers and readers and greatly reduced the chances of selling enough 
copies to compensate authors for their trouble. The first copyright statute in 
the Republic, adopted by Connecticut immediately after the Revolution, 
made clear that ownership of intellectual property retained many of the 
restrictions associated with the common law. The preamble invoked “the 
Principles of natural Equity and Justice” to defend the right of an author to 
receive “the Profits that may arise from the Sale of his Works.” The lawmak- 
ers then proceeded to invoke the same principles to forbid either engrossing 
or price gouging, acquisitive practices frowned upon by the moral economy 
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Exclusive copyright was re- 
scinded “whenever any such Author or Proprietor of such Book . . . shall 
neglect to furnish the Public with sufficient copies thereof, or shall sell the 
same at a Price unreasonable, and beyond what may be adjudged a sufficient 
Compensation for his Labour, Time, Expence, and Risque of Sale.” Social 
good took precedence over the artist’s right to unlimited returns. 

The intimidating proximity of English literature bolstered the nonindivi- 
dualist emphases of early culture. About three-quarters of the books pub- 
lished in the United States before 1820 were of English origin. Combined 
with the absence of an international copyright law, the availability of so many 
renowned authors in a common tongue created an irresistible temptation to 
adapt and to imitate and dampened the ambition to cultivate an original 
voice. James Kirke Paulding, only half tongue-in-cheek, complained that in 
some genres foreign competition stifled native endeavor: “Were it not for 
Shakespeare, Milton, Newton, Locke, Bacon, Professor Porson, and a few 
more illustrious English dramatic writers, the theatres in this country could 
not exist. Shakespeare’s Tom and Jerry is played over and over again, night 
after night; and Bacon’s Abridgement as often, if not oftener.” Even books 
that warned against mindlessly absorbing English models, like Tabitha Ten- 
ney’s send-up of romantic fictions, Female Quixotism (1801), borrowed heavily 
from foreign precursors — in Tenney’s case, a popular satire by the British 
novelist Charlotte Lenox entitled The Female Quixote (1752). Behind both 
works, of course, stood still another foreign model, the original novel by 
Cervantes, which also furnished the inspiration for Hugh Henry Bracken- 
ridge’s Modern Chivalry (1792-1815). 


548 REVOLUTIONARY AND EARLY NATIONAL PERIODS 


Calls for a distinctively American literature, commencing with the out- 
break of hostilities in 1775, dramatically increased in frequency and volume 
after the signing of the Treaty of Paris. “America,” said Noah Webster in 
1785, “must be as independent in /iterature as she is in politics, as famous for 
arts as for arms.” The poet Philip Freneau echoed the sentiments of many 
when he urged an import tax on the works of foreign writers to teach his 
compatriots that “native manufactures” deserved protection in letters as well 
as in coaches and firearms. Cultural nationalism impeded appreciation of the 
aesthetic as a value in its own right. Royall Tyler’s advertisement for the first 
edition of The Contrast (1790) invokes just about everything except artistic 
worth in soliciting public support for his creation: 


{I}t may be proper to observe that this Comedy has many claims to the public 
indulgence independent of its intrinsic merits: It is the first essay of American genius 
in a difficult species of composition; it was written by one who never critically 
studied the rules of the drama and, indeed, had seen but few of the exhibitions of the 
stage; it was undertaken and finished in the course of three weeks; and the profits of 
one night’s performance were appropriated to the benefit of the sufferers by the fire at 
Boston. 


No present-day dramatist would appeal for applause on the grounds that he 
or she was a patriot, a novice, and a friend of the unfortunate. 

Everyone agreed that works of literature had the duty to serve society. The 
purpose of art was not to express private feelings but to advance the common 
welfare; a partiality toward use predominated in culture as elsewhere. Ameri- 
cans shared the Aristotelian understanding of literature as giving pleasure 
and instruction, but they tended to dwell on the practical side; entertain- 
ment was acceptable above all because it rendered the artwork efficacious as 
teaching. Thomas Jefferson, in a famous letter to Robert Skipwith (1771), 
recommended “the entertainments of fiction” for their utility in promoting 
virtuous behavior through imitation. “When any signal act of charity or 
gratitude,” Jefferson wrote, “is presented either to our sight or imagination, 
we are deeply impressed with its beauty and feel a strong desire in ourselves 
of doing charitable and grateful acts also.” Timothy Dwight argued a similar 
case for verse in the introduction to Greenfield Hill (1794), his tribute to 
Connecticut pastoralism. Dwight explained that by setting forth moral senti- 
ments in a forceful and moving light, “Poetry appears to be as advantageous 
an instrument of making useful impressions as can easily be conceived. It will 
be read by many persons who would scarcely look at a logical discussion,” and 
it will affect most readers more deeply and stay with them longer than 
philosophy. 

A man who spent his life instructing others, as a minister and then as the 
president of Yale, Dwight typified the age’s didacticism. Comparable claims 
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for the social and moral benefits of letters can be found in countless plays, 
novels, magazines, and poems. According to the playwright William Dun- 
lap, André was written “to impress, through the medium of a pleasing stage 
exhibition, the sublime lessons of Truth and Justice upon the minds of his 
countrymen.” The most lurid fictions announced a devout wish to encourage 
virtue and to exhibit “the dangerous consequences of seduction,” as The Power 
of Sympathy has it; earnest dedications to the impressionable “Young Ladies of 
Columbia” proliferated. The novels may have imparted a double message in 
the telling, but only modern readers would dismiss their authors’ moral 
protests as insincere. Many of the era’s best fictions were in fact guided by a 
commitment to bettering the public. Brackenridge’s Modern Chivalry, pre- 
senting itself as a primer in republican principles, illustrates “the evil of men 
seeking office for which they are not qualified”; Royall Tyler’s The Algerine 
Captive (1797) exposes the injustices of slavery; and Tenney’s Female Quixotism 
advocates realism about sexual relations. As such examples underscore, belles 
lettres were not sharply differentiated from overtly didactic forms like the 
oration and the sermon. Dwight, Brackenridge, and other writers of the time 
found it natural to alternate educational and religious works with poetry and 
fiction because the lines between practical and imaginative discourses were 
blurred. 

American writers before 1820 reached small audiences; arguably, they 
exercised little influence on the thinking of their countrymen. Yet artistic 
forms as distinguished from more expository modes clearly did assist in 
forming patriotic consciousness. The founding of the American polity and 
the creation of the native novel occurred at virtually the same moment; the 
Constitutional Convention gathered in 1787, and two years later the pioneer- 
ing Massachusetts printer Isaiah Thomas brought out The Power of Sympathy. 
The near simultaneity of the two events points to the historical reality that 
nationhood and nationalism are themselves cultural artifacts forged toward 
the end of the eighteenth century. The nation is an act of political imagining, 
an artificially constructed community; in contrast to a local unit like the 
village, it embraces people who are widely separated geographically. Works 
of fiction facilitate the abstract conceptualization necessary to nationalism by 
dramatizing a bounded human community in which persons who may be 
unknown to each other perform actions at the same time and impinge on each 
other’s lives. Genres more publicly performed and consumed than the novel 
exercise more immediate unifying power. Perhaps no better emblem of na- 
tionhood exists than a group of otherwise unrelated people joining together 
in patriotic song. Three enduring national airs either were composed or 
gained currency during the formative years: the anonymous “Yankee Doo- 
dle,” Joseph Hopkinson’s “Hail Columbia” (1798), and Francis Scott Key’s 
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“Defense of Fort M’Henry” (1814), known to posterity as “The Star-Spangled 
Banner.” 

Togetherness or community was a keynote of literary life, at least for men. 
Eighteenth-century culture had a face-to-face quality, as persons of learning 
regularly gathered together to discuss projects and pool mental resources. 
Many authors belonged to social clubs — arguably the principal literary inst1- 
tution of the century — and produced their works in tandem with others. The 
country’s most gifted novelist, Charles Brockden Brown; its leading drama- 
tist and theater manager, William Dunlap; the critic Samuel Miller; and 
Elihu Hubbard Smith, a physician who assembled the first anthology of 
American verse, were all members of the Friendly Club. Three former stu- 
dents at Yale, John Trumbull, Joel Barlow, and David Humphreys, insti- 
tuted a poetry group in Hartford and won fame collectively as the Connecti- 
cut Wits. Male authors born in the eighteenth century but active in the 
ninteteenth continued the tradition: as late as the 1820s James Fenimore 
Cooper and William Cullen Bryant helped to found a New York literary club, 
the Bread and Cheese. 

In no other period of our history has literature been so often a matter of 
collaboration rather than individual authorship. The series of papers called 
The Federalist (1787-8), written by Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, 
and John Jay and probably the most important work of political theory to 
issue from the United States, is but the most conspicuous instance. Bracken- 
ridge and Freneau, while classmates at Princeton, together wrote “The Ris- 
ing Glory of America,” a commencement poem hailing the New World’s 
imperial promise. Royall Tyler and the editor Joseph Dennie collaborated on 
an essay serial, “From the Shop of Colon and Spondee” (1794-1811), and the 
hodgepodge of parodies, reviews, and social criticism known as Salmagundi 
(1807-8) was a cocreation of Washington Irving, his brother William, and 
James Kirke Paulding. 

Women, consigned to a secondary position in the republic of letters, were 
denied access to the cultural gatherings frequented by their male contempo- 
raries. But settings congenial to female intellect flourished in the postwar 
decades, above all the academies organized to improve education for women. 
Susanna Rowson long taught in one, and Hannah Foster employed the female 
academy as an emblem of mutual support and mental growth in The Boarding 
School; or, Lessons of a Preceptress to her Pupils (1798). Other women, making 
the most of their confinement in the family, discovered in consanguinity a 
source of cooperative endeavor. Some of the earliest of the familial produc- 
tions that became a staple of later women’s literature, testaments to the 
strength of kinship ties as well as to the minimizing of individualism, date 
from the early Republic. Margaretta V. Faugeres remembered her mother in 
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1793 by publishing The Posthumous Works of Ann Eliza Bleecker, in Prose and 
Verse; the second half of the volume consists of A Collection of Essays, Prose and 
Poetical written by Faugeres herself. 

Republican culture discouraged specialization, and few Americans looked 
upon literature as a full-time occupation. Novelists and dramatists were 
also — or, to speak more accurately, they were primarily — housewives, state 
supreme court justices, or politicians. The category of author merged into 
other callings, and even the distinction between writer and reader was not 
firmly maintained. Solicitations urging readers to turn writers dotted the 
pages of early magazines. Editors pleaded for contributions and warned that 
in a country lacking professional authors, their publications could not survive 
without subscribers taking to their pens. 

Not only were writers imperfectly differentiated from readers; authors 
seldom specialized in a particular branch of writing. Instead, they worked in 
a variety of forms, and they felt little attraction for the idea of being exclu- 
sively a poet or a novelist. One can, of course, point to examples of later 
artists who tried their hands at other genres; Herman Melville and Emerson 
composed verse, and in our own time, Robert Penn Warren has made distin- 
guished contributions to fiction, poetry, and criticism. But diversity, or what 
might now be considered dilettantism, was more widely practiced by the 
early writers, who still subscribed to the ideal of the versatile man or woman 
of letters. Most shunned the familiar authorial pattern of starting with one 
form and then abandoning it upon the discovery of one’s true métier; they 
were far more apt to move in and out of forms throughout their writing lives. 
Brackenridge, best known today for the multivolume Modern Chivalry, also 
wrote and published poetry in the 1770s and then again in 1811, when he 
composed an octosyllabic Epzstle to Walter Scott. A playwright during the 
Revolution, he published a history of the Whisky Rebellion in 1794, and he 
capped his career as a justice of the Pennsylvania supreme court with the Law 
Miuscellanies of 1814. Rowson is remembered as the author of the period’s 
best-selling novel, Charlotte Temple, A Tale of Truth (1791; 1794). Her other 
works include a half-dozen plays, two volumes of poetry, nine additional 
novels, a speller, an edition of biblical dialogues, and books on geography 
and history. Any of these authors would have taken satisfaction, not offense, 
at Melville’s intended slur against Benjamin Franklin as a “Jack of all trades, 
master of each and mastered by none.” 

The high incidence of anonymously published books in the new Republic 
draws attention to another aspect of American letters indicating discomfort 
with individualistic values: the historical circumstance that many writers 
literally “disowned” their works by not affixing their names to them or by 
not registering them as their property. Although desires for fame and money 
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obviously existed in the eighteenth century, they often yielded to other 
considerations, such as patriotism, religion, or squeamishness about public 
disclosure. Books bearing neither an author’s name nor a copyright notice 
were plentiful in all genres and bespeak a willingness to place individual 
interests second to collective goals. The customary disposition of copyright 
further clouded the question of ownership. Authors routinely sold or assigned 
their copyrights, and thus someone other than the writer would be registered 
as the “proprietor” of a given work. The copyright for Tyler’s The Contrast, 
the first successful play in the nation, was held by Thomas Wignell, an actor 
who had played the role of the Yankee Jonathan; Tyler himself was identified 
on the dedication page solely as an “American.” Books antedating the na- 
tional copyright act in effect belonged to the community. In 1775, at the 
urging of “some friends in Congress,” John Trumbull wrote and published 
anonymously his mock-epic M’Finga/, which savages the Tories; a revised and 
expanded edition followed in 1782. As Trumbull noted in his later “Mem- 
oir,” the poem quickly acquired the status of public property: 


As no author, at that period, was entitled by law to the copyright of his production, 
the work soon became the prey of every bookseller and printer, who chose to 
appropriate it to his own benefit. Among more than thirty different impressions, one 
only, at any subsequent time, was published with the permission, or even the 
knowledge of the writer; and the poem remained the property of newsmongers, 
hawkers, pedlars, and petty chapmen. 


Disowning authorship can be seen as a republican gesture. It comported 
with both the self-denying and the elitist strains in civic humanist ideol- 
ogy. In the eighteenth and well into the first decades of the nineteenth 
century, it was considered beneath the dignity of a gentleman or gentle- 
woman to publish belles lettres under his or her own name. Ezra Stiles, 
later president of Yale, was uttering a commonplace when he remarked in 
1775, The lower branches of polite Literature I have an indifferent Opin- 
ion of; such as Poetry, the dramatic Writings, and the profusion of modern 
Novels.” The novel in particular had a disreputable air: its popular appeal 
and relative newness made it a parvenu among the arts, and respectable 
people did not sully themselves by identifying with it, any more than they 
would enter trade. 

This, at least, was the patrician view of the matter, which prevailed in 
America even more than in England (where it was already becoming obso- 
lete). The genteel outlook discouraged writers from regarding their publica- 
tions as potentially lucrative property or indeed as property at all. Native 
authors commonly produced one or perhaps two books and saw themselves as 
amateurs who were not dependent on their pens for money. Sarah Wood 
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voiced the preprofessional attitude of the American writer, male and female 
alike, when she reminded readers of the difference 


between the ordinary day-labor of the common English novelist, who works for a 
living similar to a Mechanic, and has no other end in view than to bring forth a 
fashionable piece of Goods, that will suit the taste of the moment, and remunerate 
himself, and the Lady of refined sentiments and correct taste, who writes for the 
amusement of herself, her Friends, and the Public. 


Publication itself was suspect in the eyes of some as an indulgence in un- 
seemly egotism; Margaretta Faugeres observed of her mother, “{[N]one but 
the most intimate acquaintance were ever indulged with a view of any of her 
performances, and then they were no sooner perused than she destroyed 
them.” Many readers shared in the aristocratic idea of letters as superior to 
vulgar gain; subscription lists from the time highlight the patrician status of 
the consumers of culture. The Spirit of the Farmer’s Museum and Lay Preacher’s 
Gazette (1801), a collection of pieces by Joseph Dennie, prefaces its several 
pages of subscribers with an apologetic note: “The retention of each gentle- 
man’s title we have purposely omitted; as it would be impossible to give 
them all with any degree of correctness.” 

To be sure, gentility was not the only conception of literature in the 
culture, and the growing popularity of novels was undermining the social 
exclusivity of art. Another familiar image was the writer—husbandman, as in 
John Dickinson’s Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania (1768) or J. Hector St. 
John de Crévecoeur’s Letters from an American Farmer (1782). But writing 
could be only an avocation for the busy farmer, and most novelists had to 
treat literature as a pastime because no one before Washington Irving could 
make it pay. The selfless notion of authorship was strengthened by the simple 
reality that only the rare American book returned a profit. The few writers 
who wanted to be professionals earning a livelihood from art — Charles Brock- 
den Brown, Rowson, Dunlap — ended up pursuing other careers. Brown 
became an editor and political polemicist, Rowson spent the last half of her 
life as the headmistress of a young ladies’ academy, and Dunlap, who went 
bankrupt in the theater, staved off the almshouse by painting miniatures and 
compiling biographies and histories. 

Literary scholars sometimes single out Brown as the closest to a genuine 
professional that the age produced. Yet Brown behaved remarkably like his 
contemporaries at the outset as well as at the conclusion of his experiment in 
literary independence; he never quite freed himself from eighteenth-century 
ideas about authorial self-suppression. He signed over his first published 
volume, the feminist dialogue Alcuin (1798), to his friend Elihu Hubbard 
Smith, who arranged to have the book issued by subscription and was named 
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in the copyright notice “as proprietor.” Nor did Brown own his first novel, 
Wieland (1798); it belonged to the New York bookseller Hocquet Caritat, 
who purchased the copyright for fifty dollars. These gestures of patrician 
aloofness intensified as Brown experienced repeated disappointments in his 
efforts to support himself as a fiction writer. In 1803, having turned to 
periodical and pamphlet writing, he publicly repudiated the novels for which 
he is remembered today: 


I am far from wishing . . . that my readers should judge of my exertions by my 
former ones. I have written much, but take much blame to myself for something {zc} 
which I have written, and take no praise for anything. I should enjoy a larger share of 
my own respect at the present moment, if nothing had ever flowed from my pen, the 
production of which could be traced to me. 


In actuality, readers would have had to learn from sources other than the 
books themselves that Brown wrote such fictions as Ormond (1799) and Edgar 
Huntly (1799); the title pages do not mention him by name. 

Brown’s disavowals underline the gulf between the Romantic—modernist 
and the postrevolutionary understandings of what an “author” is and what 
constitutes a “text.” Instead of conceiving of the author as an individual, we 
need to think of several people working together to produce a play, an essay, 
or a poem. These persons almost certainly followed nonliterary occupations 
or spent their time caring for families. Their names were unknown, and they 
had no financial stake in what they wrote. The text was a collaborative effort, 
belonging to an acquaintance of the authors or to the society at large, relating 
what everyone already knew, and doubling as a political oration, a sermon, or 
a guide to conduct. Neither authors nor texts were the autonomous entities 
that Romantic—modernist apologetics portrays them as being. 

The letters of the early Republic shared features with contemporaneous 
African-American culture. The relatively high representation during the 
formative era of black writers in “imaginative” genres, especially poetry, may 
be attributable to the greater confluence of mainstream and minority expecta- 
tions of the aesthetic. Belles lettres did not break so sharply with the quali- 
ties associated with African-American art: factuality in narrative, regard for 
the collectivity, and formulaic and iterative patterns evocative of oral dis- 
course. Lucy Terry, author of the ballad “Bars Fight,” was an African Ameri- 
can, as were Jupiter Hammon and the young slave girl Phillis Wheatley, 
whose single book of verse, published in 1773, established her as the major 
African-American poet before the twentieth century. Augustan verse proba- 
bly appeared less alien to Wheatley than later poetry would have. The age’s 
preference for iambic pentameter and heroic couplets may even have facili- 
tated her gift, for the regularity of rhymes and accents — the familiar “sing- 
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song” of eighteenth-century poetry — was compatible with the predictability 
and repetitions of oral forms. 

Such comparisons have to be drawn with caution; they can give a mislead- 
ing impression of mainstream literature’s traditionalism. The complex exam- 
ple of Brown, simultaneously trying to live as a professional artist and 
denying his art, is a reminder that postrevolutionary cuiture was far from 
being a republican monolith. Changing, and sometimes clashing, assump- 
tions about individualism, the public and private realms, and civic responsi- 
bility characterized not only literature and the writer but the entire 
late-eighteenth-century phase of American history. Premodern perspectives 
still governed, but they were in the process of dissolution, and different 
authors and genres shared them to different degrees. Nor did literature evolve 
in lockstep with society and politics; poetry and, say, the American party 
system experienced unequal rates of modernization. In some ways, culture 
lagged behind or resisted social trends; in others, it aided in winning accep- 
tance for innovation. Each of the various literary forms stood in a different 
relation to the republican and communal emphases of the period. A taxon- 
omy of early national genres might follow these lines: the drama was the least 
private of the arts, the most wedded to the civic domain, whereas the more 
“advanced” novel edged toward abandoning the dominant but declining 
ethos for the ascendant values of liberalism and the marketplace. Poetry faced 
in both directions: public like the drama in its patriotic aspect, it also could 
be — as in Freneau’s poems of fancy — even more inward than the novel. 

In the nineteenth century, the problematics of republican culture yielded to 
an aesthetic paradigm that was congruent with liberal ideology and economic 
individualism. In the absence of a genuine aristocracy such as existed in 
England, a highly personalized literature, and the authorial self-definition to 
sustain it, did not materialize here until a new historical configuration was in 
place. An individualized regimen in social and economic relations was the 
necessary complement to the rise of Romantic art in the United States. Nor was 
this simply a matter of a rationalized market system facilitating the manufac- 
turing, distribution, and sale of books. The literature of Emerson, Haw- 
thorne, and Melville, later judged canonical, required a firmer view of the 
artwork as the unique production of an individual. To thrive in a postpatronage 
era, literary art had to belong to its creator in all the senses of the word. It had 
to be seen as a work of personal inspiration and creation and also as the author’s 
property, a potentially valuable commodity to be disposed of (or not) in the 
marketplace. What had to happen, in other words, was that the communal and 
self-negating accents of eighteenth-century culture had to be inflected in the 
direction of an individualist aesthetics — an aesthetics predicated on the spe- 
cial sensibility of the artist and on the exchange value of the literary artifact. 
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The shift can be dated with some confidence in the decade after the War of 
1812, when the fiction of Irving and Cooper and the poetry of Bryant finally 
secured international stature for American letters. The same years witnessed 
the breakdown of the premodern formation of the early Republic and the 
steady emergence of democratic capitalism. The republican ethos had been 
defined by the household economy, with its stress on production for use, 
organic attachments to family and community, and submission of private 
interest to the general good. By 1820, this amalgam of elements was disinte- 
grating under the pressures of social and ideological change. 

The War of 1812 marked the turning point. The conflict, which Cooper 
saw aS emancipating America from “the thraldom of mental bondage” to 
England, consolidated national unity and weaned Americans from depen- 
dence on foreign goods. By boosting native manufactures and internal im- 
provements, the war laid the foundation for the integrated home market of 
the Jacksonian period. An individualist ethos both stimulated and drew 
strength from economic growth. Individualism ratified entrepreneurial initia- 
tive and promoted a liberal credo favoring social mobility, self-reliance, and 
egalitarianism. New loyalties pushed aside republican notions of corporate 
obligation. The pursuit of private gain, once judged fatal to collective well- 
being, was now held to advance it, and virtue was redefined as a noncivic 
activity, comprised in the narrowly personal requirements of chastity, indus- 
try, and thrift. For many, these developments were profoundly liberating. 
The changes created opportunities for enterprising persons and, by subvert- 
ing deference and hierarchy, hastened the democratization of American life. 
But residual attitudes did not simply die out in 1820. Republican ideas of 
virtue and community survived among a significant minority of Americans; 
still more people felt disquiet over the nation’s burgeoning materialism. 
Moreover, new forms of opposition sprang up in the nineteenth century to 
contest the market system’s dominance. 

The native literature that flourished along with liberal individualism de- 
parted from the past but also preserved elements from the earlier cultural 
universe. The transformation should not be exaggerated: older values and 
patterns of behavior persisted in the arts just as they did in society. Profession- 
alization, for instance, remained more a goal than an achieved reality, and 
though books became money-making commodities, none of the major Ro- 
mantics consistently managed to sell enough copies to be self-supporting. 
Aristocratic pretensions lingered, as in Hawthorne’s famous reserve and his 
practice of publishing his short stories anonymously — a practice he relin- 
quished when he began to write in earnest for a livelihood. And Hawthorne 
was one of several writers who continued to think of narrative, at least on 
occasion, as a common inheritance. Not only did he pass on the germ of 
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Evangeline (1847) to the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, he was the 
author of two volumes of “twice-told tales,” collections of New England 
legends refashioned for modern readers. 

Among Hawthorne’s canonical contemporaries, the makers of the Ameri- 
can Renaissance, such continuities were outweighed by a new stress on the 
singularity of the artist and the autonomy of the artwork; but the individual- 
ist paradigm was far from monopolizing the literary even in the antebellum 
period. The nineteenth-century female domestic novelists unfailingly outsold 
the Romantics and were successful “businesswomen of letters,” yet they 
preserved many of the attitudes about literature held by their predecessors of 
both genders from the early Republic. Even when they wrote expressly in 
order to earn money, figures like Harriet Beecher Stowe, Catharine Maria 
Sedgwick, and Susan Warner continued to think of literature in social and 
pedagogic terms. All felt an obligation to the community — a feeling nur- 
tured by the antebellum perception of women as moral guardians — and all 
justified their authorship on the grounds of service to others. Desirous of 
bettering their readers, they inscribed narratives about the evils of slavery, 
the power of moral goodness, and the importance of religious faith. The 
domestic novelists deprecated the uniqueness of the artist. Stowe claimed 
that God wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), and Warner collaborated with her 
sister on numerous books. Most women published anonymously or pseudony- 
mously, shrank from celebrity, and portrayed their literary careers as secon- 
dary to other pursuits, notably their responsibilities as wives and mothers. 

In all these respects, literary domesticity was residual, an echo of the 
republican past; yet in other ways, imaginative writing gave women a voice 
denied them in public forums and opened the possibility of self-fulfillment. 
This last observation also applies to women fiction writers of the eighteenth 
century, and we will examine the ambiguities of their situation in our chapter 
on the novel. But the persistence of a communal perspective from the early 
Republic through the 1850s dramatizes how exclusionary has been the 
Romantic—modernist apotheosis. The history of the United States is rich in 
cultural forms and traditions, only a fraction of which have endorsed the 
apartness of art. Enshrined in university curricula and naturalized as the sole 
kind of worthwhile writing, that fraction until recently seemed to define the 
meaning of literature itself; everything else was dismissed as sub- or extraliter- 
ary. The poetry and prose of the early Republic challenge us to rethink the 
uncritical elevation of the Romantic—modernist ideal. They assert that the 
distinction is not between literature and nonliterature, but between different 
types of art. And they insist that it is possible to read for and to appreciate a 
work’s civic and didactic objectives — objectives that have to be seen as 
compatible with the highest standards of artistic excellence. 
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HE GENTEEL TRADITION in American letters was born in the 
early Republic. An active periodical culture came into being during 
this time, providing a forum for persons of learning to expound their 
thoughts on society and literature. With the pronouncements and actions of 
such critics, the overwhelming majority of whom were men, originates the 
split — or, more accurately, the obscuring of the connection — between 
money-making and the arts that has characterized elite literary judgment in 
this country well into the twentieth century. But the relation between high 
culture and the commercial spirit was not one just of opposition; it was also a 
relation of complicity. The very magazines that were airing patrician views 
accommodated the popular reading habits of the nascent liberal order and 
opened their pages to voices that disputed established hierarchies. No one 
more vociferiously proclaimed literature’s superiority to the vulgarities of 
American life than did the foppish editor and essayist Joseph Dennie. Yet this 
archconservative struggled to make authorship a vocation and helped prepare 
the way for Washington Irving, the nation’s first financially successful writer. 
Early periodicals in both England and America evolved out of newspapers 
and were often indistinguishable from them, a lineage that militated against 
the segregation of art from mundane affairs. American newspapers were an 
important outlet for cultural production; they welcomed poetry, literary 
essays, and vignettes, and their format frequently effaced the line between 
factual and nonfactual material. Leafing through the papers gives one a vivid 
sense of the interpenetration of early culture with everyday life. Thus the 
twice-weekly Gazette of the United States included in its edition for May 28, 
1791, a poem, “Laura and Mary,” about a coquette whose spurned lover 
drowns himself, an ode on reviewers, and a piece on English naval architec- 
ture, all jostling for space with dispatches from abroad, reports on commerce 
and politics, and lists of prices current for public securities. The juxtaposi- 
tions can startle modern readers: southern newspapers regularly printed verse 
in columns adjacent to notices for runaway slaves and announcements of 
auctions of newly arrived Africans. 
Some papers, more sensitive to generic differentiations, confined their 
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cultural miscellany to the last page under headings such as “Seat of the 
Muses,” “Poetry Corner,” and “Repository of Genius.” The Farmer's Weekly 
Museum of Walpole, New Hampshire, which Dennie edited during the 
1790s, treated readers to a last page called “The Dessert.” Besides printing 
poems and essays, including Dennie’s celebrated “Lay Preacher” series, a 
subsection titled “Nuts” contained jests, curious anecdotes, and fables from 
Aesop. Like many other newspapers, the Farmer's Weekly Museum was really a 
hybrid; its literary content had so prominent a place that the publisher 
described it as “a Magazine in a minor form.” 

The term “magazine” refers to a repository or storehouse, and early Ameri- 
can magazines were basically compilations drawn from native newspapers and 
European periodicals. In this respect, the magazines followed the lead of the 
London creators of the institution, such as Edward Cave, whose Gentleman’s 
Magazine, launched in 1731, is believed to be the first monthly in the 
English-speaking world. The English pioneered other customs adopted here 
too, including the practice of not identifying contributors by name and the 
aura of gentlemanly exclusivity, a restrictiveness reinforced in Britain by the 
high government taxes that drove up the price of journals. The form already 
had a life of its own in the imperial metropole, and Americans, in developing 
an indigenous tradition, imitated as well as revised the foreign prototype. 

British procedures frequently lent themselves to New World ideological 
uses. The habit of culling pieces from other sources harmonized with the 
ethos of republican communalism. Responsibility to the public took prece- 
dence over private advantage and individual inspiration. Because material 
was not copyrighted, editors saw no reason not to fill their pages with pirated 
selections. The Philadelphia publisher Mathew Carey was representative in 
viewing the convention as beneficial: he proudly identified his American 
Museum, or Repository of Ancient and Modern Fugitive Pieces (1787-92) as “a 
hand-maid to the newspapers” and defined its function as preserving valuable 
native writings that would otherwise be “thrown aside and forgotten.” Carey 
also made available useful articles from English magazines, and, as a patriotic 
duty, he reprinted Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, John Trumbull’s M’Fingal, 
and other once-influential pamphlets from the revolutionary years. 

The scrapbookish quality of magazines persisted into the nineteenth cen- 
tury, reinforced by and reinforcing the perception of literary works as belong- 
ing to all. Washington Irving briefly edited a monthly gathering of “Selections 
from Foreign Reviews and Magazines” entitled the Analectic Magazine (1813— 
21) and bearing the following inscription: “The wheat from these publications 
should, from time to time, be winnowed, and the chaff thrown away.” Some 
journals compared their activity to gleaning, the customary right of the poor to 
gather the crop left behind after harvest. Judith Sargent Murray, writing under 
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the pen name Constantia, produced one of the best-known essay serials of the 
postrevolutionary period in The Gleaner, originally printed in Isatah Thomas's 
Massachusetts Magazine from 1792 to 1794 and then reissued as a book in 1798. 
No mere scissors-and-paste compendium, The G/eaner contained a novel, nu- 
merous articles, and several plays by Murray, but it also levied freely from other 
writers. By her choice of title, Murray explained, she sought to disarm accusa- 
tions of plagiarism and to lay a modest claim to the overflowing granaries of the 
opulent. The gleaner’s rights came before those of private property: 


I shall ransack the fields, the meadows, and the groves; each secret haunt, however 
sequestered, with avidity I shall explore; deeming myself privileged to crop with 
impunity a hint from one, an idea from another, and to aim at improvement upon a 
sentence from a third. I shall give to my materials whatever texture my fancy directs; 
and, . . . feeling myself entitled to toleration as a Gleaner, in this expressive name | 
shall take shelter, standing entirely regardless of every charge relative to property, 
originality, and every thing of this nature, which may be preferred against me. 


Original authorship, at first minimized or completely disregarded, as in 
Carey’s American Museum, became more important over time but had an 
ambiguous status in the era’s magazines. To label a piece “original” presum- 
ably meant that it had not been lifted from some other publication; in 
actuality, this assumption could not be taken for granted. Dennie, for exam- 
ple, republished an essay from the Monthly Anthology and Boston Review under 
the rubric “Original Criticism,” and he justified copying pieces from British 
periodicals on the grounds that they were so recent as to be “in fact original, 
to all intents and purposes, to a great majority of persons.” Book reviews, 
even when composed expressly for the journal they appeared in, would be 
considered infringements of authorial property by today’s standards. Most 
subordinated the reviewer’s personal judgment to the conveying of informa- 
tion, and, owing to the absence of copyright restrictions, quoted immoder- 
ately from the work under review. A seven-page assessment of a newly 
published book might consist of as many as six pages of extracts; a typical 
review devoted at least half of its text to quotation. 

The authors of such pieces were amateurs, for no one who wrote for the 
magazines made a living at it. Until 1819, payment, even to “original” 
contributors, was virtually unknown. Editors and publishers seldom fared 
any better; the incidence of business failures among the latter was appallingly 
high, and no literary miscellany before Dennie’s Port Folio (1801-27) sur- 
vived for as long as a decade. It has been estimated that the average lifespan 
for an eighteenth-century American magazine was barely fourteen months. 
Print, paper, and labor were all relatively costly, but by far the most daunt- 
ing obstacle to financial solvency was the primitive condition of the Repub- 
lic’s transportation facilities. Poor roads made efficient distribution all but 
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impossible, and the situation did not improve significantly until the comple- 
tion of the Erie Canal in 1825. 

Getting people to pay for their magazines was a widespread problem, 
further diminishing the rate of journal survival and adding to the perception 
that literary journalism was not a money-making pursuit. Magazines were 
expensive, and large numbers of readers appear to have defaulted on their 
subscriptions. Some journals had difficulty confronting the problem because 
of the code of the lettered gentleman. Carey stated in the American Museum 
that he was “almost ashamed to intimate” the subject of nonpayment, and he 
may have hoped that the policy of printing subscription lists would provide a 
discreet way of managing the matter. By publishing names, many with 
titles, he might embarrass delinquent readers into settling their accounts. A 
few publications ran dunning notices on their covers, and at least one, Isaiah 
Thomas’s Worcester Magazine (1786-8), had so many delinquencies that it 
offered to accept produce in lieu of money. “Butter will be received for small 
sums,” wrote Thomas, “if brought within a few days.” 

Genteel compunction discouraged magazine writers from making their 
authorship known. Articles and verses usually appeared unsigned or with the 
contributor’s identity concealed behind a pseudonym or misleading initials, 
sometimes a single initial at that. Charles Brockden Brown’s fastidiousness 
about “calling out {his} name in a crowd,” as he put it in The Literary 
Magazine and American Register for 1803, was standard practice. The individ- 
ual author faded from view under such circumstances, giving way, as in other 
works published by subscription, to the collectivity. The most conspicuous 
names in the American Museum were those of the subscribers; the second 
volume included ten pages of them, leading off with the Reverend Jeremy 
Belknap of Massachusetts and concluding with the “Honorable Thomas Jeffer- 
son, American minister to the Court of Versailles.” 

Another problem that troubled periodicals was the shortage of available 
contributors. Magazines were group productions, and most prospectuses 
incorporated pleas to literary friends to assist the editor by sending in their 
poetry and prose. Publications often advertised themselves as collective enter- 
prises, announcing on their title pages that they were conducted by a “Soci- 
ety” or an “Association of Gentlemen.” Indeed, no branch of early culture 
was more truly communal than the magazines. Few could have gotten under 
way without the support of the literary clubs that provided a nucleus of 
contributors. Brown’s Monthly Magazine and American Review (1799-1800) 
could not have lasted for the short time it did without the Friendly Club, and 
the Tuesday Club of Philadelphia kept alive the Port Folio. But without the 
incentives of remuneration and fame, not even pooling resources could over- 
come the dearth of active writers. As Brown complained, “That set or class of 
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persons, denominated authors, and which is so numerous in the European 
world, is, on this side of the ocean, so few as scarce to be discernible.” Several 
numbers of Brown’s Literary Magazine proved the justice of his lament; with 
one exception, he told a correspondent, he composed every article himself. 

The contents of American magazines, reflecting the medium’s newspaper 
origins, showed a diversity that could clash with the gentlemanly ethos. 
Many journals, including some of the most prestigious, ran short stories and 
published articles propounding unorthodox opinions. Because republics de- 
pended on an informed populace, efforts were made to enlarge the readership 
to incorporate “every class” (in the phrase of The New-York Magazine; or, 
Literary Repository). “Amelia; or The Faithless Briton — An American Tale” 
(1787), a narrative of seduction published in the Columbian Magazine of 
Philadelphia, was one of numerous sentimental fictions that appeared in 
periodicals and were aimed at a wide audience. The story, whose author is 
unknown, resembles Susanna Rowson’s popular novel Charlotte Temple in 
portraying the despoiler of innocence as a British officer. Other stories ap- 
pealed to native interest by taking economic opportunity as their subject, but 
the majority of the tales were pirated from English publications and betray 
their provenance: several, for example, deal with the evils of primogeniture. 
Magazines were eager to cultivate the “Columbian Fair.” Articles celebrated 
female accomplishments and argued for the importance of knowledgeable and 
patriotic mothers, who served the Republic by raising public-spirited sons. 
The journals became vocal supporters of female education and occasionally (if 
rarely) printed pieces championing sexual equality. 

On balance, the magazines exhibited a public and communal orientation 
that, like republican ideology itself, was far from egalitarian; it had a pro- 
nounced hierarchical component. Most journals were owned or edited by the 
“better sort” and saw their task as that of diffusing knowledge from the social 
and cultural epicenter to the margins. The abiding assumption was that the 
editors, or the “society of gentlemen” who provided literary counsel and 
support, would control the contents. Ordinary citizens were invited to listen 
and even to participate by sending in poems, essays, and letters to the editor, 
but there was no doubt about who exercised ultimate authority over speech. 

The fate of the first postwar journal, William Billings’s Boston Magazine, 
underscores this commitment to hierarchy. The magazine’s remarkable career 
illustrates how the issue of class arose at the inception of national culture and 
was dealt with by a summary act of erasure. Billings, remembered today as a 
gifted composer, was a tanner and singing master who edited the maiden 
issue of the Boston Magazine in the fall of 1783. Eager for acceptance by the 
city’s elite, he appealed for contributions from “gentlemen of learning and 
leisure,” but his lack of deference in presuming to become an editor only 
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aroused the ire of those who regarded letters as the monopoly of the pedi- 
greed. The Reverend John Eliot, disparaging Billings as a “psalm singer,” led 
a group of clergy and other leading citizens in seizing control of the periodi- 
cal, whose contents, save for a gruesome short story, had been perfectly 
conventional. After securing Billings’s ouster, the new editors announced a 
second issue promising to be “more respectable.” They showed their con- 
tempt for their predecessor by repudiating the previous issue and recommend- 
ing that it be expunged from memory: the refashioned magazine published 
under their guidance was to be “considered as the first number.” 

The republic of letters, at least in the city of Boston, was to be just that: a 
republic, not a democracy, overseen by the qualified few and thoroughly 
resistant to leveling innovations in politics and culture. The key figures here 
were the influential “Society of Gentlemen” who founded the Boston Athe- 
naeum in 1807 and edited the Monthly Anthology and Boston Review from 1803 
to 1811. Perhaps no group of Americans ever came closer to realizing the 
eighteenth-century ideal of the patrician amateur. Many were ministers, 
among them such distinguished individuals as Joseph Stevens Buckminster, 
pastor of the Brattle Street Church, William Emerson, Ralph Waldo’s father, 
and John T. Kirkland, later president of Harvard. All held positions that 
freed them from the need to write for a livelihood. Their contributions, as 
one of them said, were “unpaid and unregulated,” and they employed their 
pens for the sole purpose of enlightening the public. Lewis P. Simpson has 
fittingly described the Anthology men as a New England clerisy for whom 
literature and moral guidance were inseparable. 

The members of the Boston “Society” embraced the genteel tradition by 
positing an irreconcilable antagonism between belles lettres on the one side 
and democracy and the marketplace on the other. The greatest impediments 
to an American culture, they agreed, were the national love of gain and the 
“hunting after popular favour” that spilled over from political life to contam1- 
nate literary aspiration. According to a common argument, the arts could not 
thrive in a country where the desire to “get money” overrode the humanistic 
values of love, friendship, charity, and the cultivation of one’s intellect. Self- 
promotion ranked high on the Monthly Anthology’s list of evils; Noah Webster 
was ridiculed for deluging the presses with “puffs direct, puffs oblique, [and} 
puffs collateral.” Numerous contributors attacked “a pernicious notion of 
equality” for crying down excellence and debasing learning to the most 
superficial level. The Anthology dismissed anyone ignorant or vain enough to 
suppose that American literature rivaled the immortal achievements of Brit- 
ain. The Gleaner was but a pathetic imitation of the Spectator, and no reader 
could keep from dozing over Joel Barlow’s The Vision of Columbus. 

The Anthology men conceived of the critic’s office as essentially political 
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and social: like the vigilant Federalist statesman, the critic was to police the 
commonwealth of letters to keep out the unworthy. “It 1s with literature as 
[it is} with government,” explained a contributor in 1807. Charlatans and 
demagogues intruded themselves into both arenas, and the critic owed it to 
the public to expose deceptions. More than one contributor likened reviewers 
to executioners meting out well-deserved punishment with “the thong of 
chastisement and the knout of criticism.” Particularly withering barbs were 
reserved for those who came from modest circumstances or needed income 
from their writing. “Bloomfield {the English farm laborer and poet}, Phillis 
Wheatly {szc], and many others in humble life have attracted some attention 
by their writings,” an essayist noted, “not because they are excellent, but 
because they are extraordinary.” After paraphrasing Dr. Johnson’s quip about 
dogs walking on their hind legs — the wonder is not that it is done well, but 
that it is done at all — the essayist warned that “mendicant vagabonds” could 
expect no welcome in the precincts of culture. 

A writer who could outdo the Monthly Anthology in diatribes against 
American barbarism was Fisher Ames, Federalist orator and member of 
Congress and sometime contributor to the journal. Even among Boston 
conservatives, Ames had a reputation as a reactionary with an almost patho- 
logical hatred of popular rule. In his eloquent essay “American Literature” 
(1809), he reiterated the now familiar diagnosis of native culture. The arts 
lacked sufficient cause to develop on these shores, Ames wrote, because 
nothing called forth the exertions of genius in a society devoted to wor- 
shipping the dollar and conciliating the multitude. He contrasted the United 
States unfavorably to ancient Greece and Rome, pointing out that the two 
classical cultures were anything but democratic when they produced their 
most enduring monuments, the Homeric epics and Virgil’s Aenezd. America 
would not have a literature to speak of, Ames prophesied, until class ex- 
tremes intensified to the point where a leisured and wealthy few, arising in 
the midst of an impoverished many, could support and cherish men of 
genius. 

As a civic humanist, Ames hardly looked forward to this eventuality; 
literature would benefit, but in all likelihood liberty would perish. More- 
over, such literature would necessarily fall short of the highest ideal. Ames 
differed from the Anthology group in his sense that a truly great culture could 
not flower without a nourishing bond between artists and their audience. His 
essay implicitly disputed the idea of a purified realm of letters. He devised a 
myth of history in which “poetry of transcendent merit,” evoked by popular 
receptivity, appeared for two brief moments in the classical past, never to 
occur again. The rude warriors of Greece inspired Homer’s martial epic and 
received its strains with rapture, and Virgil’s patriotic poem was possible 
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only because Romans loved their country with unsurpassed ardor. Art of such 
grandeur assumed a large and appreciative hearing; rather than aiming at 
“the closets of scholars,” these works were written in the assurance of “reach- 
ing the hearts and kindling the fervid enthusiasm of the multitude.” Ames 
saw modern writers as necessarily “alienated,” cut off from the people, and he 
regarded this condition as damaging to their work. Nor, in the materialistic 
and democratic present, could he imagine any way of restoring the connec- 
tion. Later Romantic writers like Ralph Waldo Emerson and Walt Whitman 
would draw quite different inferences, but they would repeat Ames’s insight 
that a literature unable to speak to the mass public was a sterile literature, 
incapacitated by its isolation. 

A younger contemporary of Ames, the Reverend Samuel Miller, took a 
more complex and benign view of the threat posed to culture by the modern 
era. Miller’s two-volume survey, A Brief Retrospect of the Eighteenth Century 
(1803), is an invaluable resource for study of the early Republic — “the first 
attempt to give a general outline of the advances we have made, and the 
works we have produced,” as it was described by a contributor to the Monthly 
Anthology. The book reviewed both the pros and the cons of the technological 
and cultural developments of the age. Volume I provided a sympathetic 
account of what has since been called the “consumer revolution” of the 
eighteenth century. Focusing on science and the mechanical and fine arts, 
Miller applauded the profusion of cheap goods — pottery, glass, stoves, 
clocks, and so forth — made available by recent inventions and improved 
methods of manufacture. He also welcomed the increased leisure brought 
about by the division of labor and by time-saving devices in the workplace 
and the home. Miller greeted these changes without moral outrage against 
luxury or idleness: “at no period of the world,” he boasted, “was the art of 
living, . . . ever on so advantageous a footing as at present.” 

Volume II of A Brief Retrospect offered a detailed appraisal of trends in 
world and American literature. Miller recognized that the unprecedented 
cheapness and abundance of books, added to the prosperity of buyers with the 
time to read them, spelled a revolution in the domain of letters. His preacher 
side — A Brief Retrospect began as a sermon — got the better of the historian in 
his discussion of the novel and, to a lesser extent, in his remarks on the 
commercializing of authorship. Miller praised Charles Brockden Brown as 
the only American novelist “deserving respectful notice,” but his overall 
assessment of the new genre was sharply negative. No more than one novel 
out of a thousand could be read for improvement; the rest were either 
frivolous or “seductive and corrupting.” Miller saw the novel’s rise as an 
unfortunate consequence of the invasion of letters by the commercial spirit. 
He noted that a new determinant of value, the market, had entered culture in 
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the eighteenth century, leading artists away from commitment to truth and 
social utility and narrowing their vision to the sordid calculation of profit. 
All too often men and women now wrote “in accommodation to the public 
taste, however depraved, and with a view to the most advantageous sale.” The 
novel, with its great circulation and shameless pandering to prurient interest, 
was one result; others, Miller complained, included the hasty production of 
worthless books and a lessening of the author’s standing in public esteem. 
Miller knew that he was really describing the condition of literature in 
more economically advanced Great Britain and not in the infant agricultural 
Republic. He was aware, too, that the benefits of commercialization at least 
equaled the abuses. Among the reasons he gave for the cultural inferiority of 
America was its inability to maintain a class of professional authors: 


In the United States, the rewards of literature are small and uncertain. The people 
cannot afford to remunerate eminent talents or great acquirements. Booksellers, the 
great patrons of learning in modern times, are too poor to foster and reward the 
efforts of genius. 


Miller did not look to a wealthy few to redress this situation; he had little of 
the Anthology men’s faith in upper-class beneficence. Instead, he expected the 
change to come from an expanding market. The market would diffuse know]- 
edge throughout the far-flung American population and stimulate an insatia- 
ble appetite for literature. It had transformed the eighteenth century into 
“THE AGE OF BOOKS” and enabled women, the common people, and 
others traditionally excluded from culture to read and “inquire to a degree 
that would once have been thought incredible.” In a society without aristo- 
cratic patronage, only the market had the power to generate the “substantial 
emoluments” necessary to support artistic endeavor. Miller’s confidence that 
“letters will flourish as much in America as in any part of the world” 
stemmed from his belief that authorship would be commercialized here as 
successfully as in Europe. 

Miller’s was a voice of prescience and moderation; a more radical note was 
struck by Judith Murray, the Republic’s foremost advocate of women’s 
rights. In some ways, Murray makes a strange dissident. She was far from 
being the homely gatherer of unclaimed grain she impersonated in her major 
work. She belonged to the same class as the Brahmins who regarded letters as 
a patrician indulgence and fulminated at literary bounders from the pages of 
the Monthly Anthology. A Federalist in politics, Murray dedicated The Gleaner 
to President John Adams and numbered George Washington among the 
book’s subscribers. No American had a better claim to the title of gentle- 
woman of letters. Yet this cultivated and versatile writer was a maverick in 
religion, the wife of the British Universalist John Murray, and she held 
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decidedly unconventional views on authorship and women. Despite publish- 
ing under a pseudonym, she repudiated republican self-effacement for an 
ethic of female self-assertion. 

It was precisely as a woman that Murray took issue with the era’s cultural 
priorities. Feminism underwrote her support for equality and her demand for 
literary recognition. She favored a healthy affirmation of the self because she 
felt that women’s lack of esteem for their own capabilities left them vulnera- 
ble to flattery and seduction. An essay of 1784, “Desultory Thoughts upon 
the utility of encouraging a degree of Self-Complacency, especially in FE- 
MALE BOSOMS,” bluntly advised “self-reverence” as the best safeguard 
against specious adulation. Only by thinking well of herself, Murray argued, 
could a woman see through the false praises of the unscrupulous; only by 
respecting her own mental powers could she learn to aspire and to achieve. 
Another essay, “On the Equality of the Sexes” (1790), turned traditional 
disparagement of women into an argument for their intellectual parity. All 
agree that women excel in “exuberance of fancy” and “inventive scandal,” 
Murray observed. This proves that women’s imaginations are, if anything, 
naturally superior to men’s; the misapplication of the faculty is attributable 
solely to the difference in education. 

Murray wanted full credit for her own imaginative powers, and she cast 
aside female modesty to avow an ardent craving for literary fame. Although 
she donned a double male pseudonym in The Gleaner, Mr. Virgillius posing as 
Mr. Gleaner, she came forward in the book’s preface as a woman, the already 
well-known Constantia, to lay claim to popular regard. Constantia rejected 
the usual apology invoked by female authors, “that the importunity of 
friends hath drawn me forth — certainly not.” Diffidence had no part of it, 
nor was her principal motive a selfless wish to improve her readers. What 
drove her to publish, and what would be considered presumptuous by some, 
was an “invincible desire to present myself to {the} public” for their admira- 
tion and applause. Murray’s frank ambition, uncommon for her time and 
class, was rarer still for her gender. Her boldness in seeking celebrity and 
advocating self-fulfillment as a female prerogative eluded most American 
women writers far into the nineteenth century, when even best-selling domes- 
tic novelists shrank from such unapologetic individualism. 

Joseph Dennie, known in his lifetime as the American Addison, was a 
defender of literary hierarchy who, nevertheless, welcomed and forwarded 
liberalizing changes in republican culture. In his career and writings, Dennie 
pushed to their extreme limits the contradictions of the formative period. 
Very much an eighteenth-century gentleman in his view of literature — he 
chose the pseudonym “Oliver Oldschool, Esq.” when he established the Port 
Folio — Dennie loved to rail against democracy and commerce and to bait the 
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ordinary citizens who constituted the bulk of the reading public. Epithets 
like “the rabble” and “the malignant vulgar” came glibly off his tongue. So 
disenchanted did Dennie grow with American life that he regretted the 
Revolution and wished he had been born in England, where “men of liberal- 
ity and letters” were adequately rewarded for their writings. 

Dennie’s first major venture was the editorship of the Farmer's Weekly Mu- 
seum, the rural newspaper-magazine for which he composed most of his essays; 
here as elsewhere his allegiance to the values of the “Old School” vied with a 
complex, up-to-date sensibility comprising both entrepreneurial and proto- 
Romantic elements. During the years of his editorship, Dennie created his 
persona of the Lay Preacher, a self-description that links him to the Athenaeum 
group and palpably conveys the clerical tenor of the emergent genteel tradi- 
tion. His public statements emphasized the social function of letters: the first 
edition of The Lay Preacher; or Short Sermons for Idle Readers (1796) aspired to be 
more “useful . . . than brilliant” and defined its “primary object” as the 
instruction of the villager. But the essayist as country parson was simulta- 
neously an aspiring literary professional with a “go-getting” credo imitative of 
Benjamin Franklin. Never a patrician amateur — his father was a merchant 
who died insolvent — Dennie had no source of income other than from his 
writing and editing, and he pictured belles lettres quite frankly as a trade. A 
regular feature of the Farmer’s Weekly Museum was “From the Shop of Colon and 
Spondee,” a joint production of Dennie and Royall Tyler. This serial, a hodge- 
podge of prose and verse, purported to offer literary wares for sale. The Lay 
Preacher essays exhibited the same enterprising spirit: Dennie as purveyor of 
practical advice exhorted his compatriots to shake off sloth, practice industry, 
and acquire independence. 

The pose of Poor Richard hardly suited Dennie, who far more often gave a 
dandified inflection to the image of the writer. Even in the original Lay 
Preacher series he admitted failing to practice the diligence he urged upon 
his readers: “I confess with candor that I loiter and slumber much, and while 
I preach industry to others, am myself a castaway.” Inhabitants of the little 
village of Walpole could testify to the truth of this self-characterization. 
Dennie was notorious for sleeping late and for composing copy at the last 
possible moment, and he must have cut a startling figure among the busy 
villagers in his elegant dress, which, an acquaintance reported, always “ap- 
proached the highest notch of the fashion.” Among his pen names were 
“Meander” and “The American Lounger,” and in the Lay Preacher essays 
written in Philadelphia, he presented himself as a precocious version of the 
Romantic flaneur, strolling the city streets to gather material for his literary 
speculations. Dennie savored the excitement and “shifting scenes” of the 
metropolis, and he turned refreshed from the urban panorama to his own 
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thoughts. Sounding like a forerunner of Edgar Allan Poe or Charles Baude- 
laire, he cultivated his imagination in the midst of practical business types: 


I start a topic in High Street, and hunt it down as far as Southwark or the Northern 
Liberties. I walk through the market place as I once wandered in a wood; and while 
one is talking of his farm, and another of his merchandize, I listen to the suggestions 
of fancy, or invoke the cherub contemplation. 


In actuality, Dennie was keenly conscious of tatloring his literary endeav- 
ors to the needs of the active commercial civilization that the United States 
was becoming, even in rural areas like New Hampshire. The new order found 
its cultural organ in the same periodicals from which elite spokesmen thun- 
dered their jeremiads. Samuel Miller labeled the eighteenth century an age of 
“superficial learning,” a phenomenon he attributed to a commercial temper 
that left people neither the time nor the inclination for study, and to “the 
unprecedented circulation of Magazines, literary Journals, Abridgments, 
Epitomes, &c.” As early as 1792, in a serial called “The Farrago,” Dennie 
recognized — and delighted in — the appeal of the brief essay to the vast 
majority of literate persons, those unequipped to delve into the esoteric 
systems of philosophy. He acclaimed the form as one of the era’s prized 
inventions: 


Some work must . . . be projected to fix volatility and rouse indolence, neither too 
abstruse for the young, too prolix for the busy nor too grave for the fair. A perfor- 
mance, which should not resemble an austere monitor, . . . but a pleasant friend, 
whose conversation at once beguiles and improves the hour. The design was at length 
accomplished. Certain geniuses of the first magnitude arose, who, in the narrow 
compass of a sheet of paper, conveyed more useful knowledge to mankind than all the 
ponderous tomes of Aristotle. 


This “novel species of literary entertainment” brought much-needed instruc- 
tion and amusement to the middle and lower orders. According to Dennie, 
people who seldom opened a book wore out the pages of the latest magazines 
in their leisure moments. 

Along with the short story, of which it was a nonfictional equivalent, the 
periodical essay carried into literature the revolution in consumption that 
marked the eighteenth century. Historians of the book speak of a change in 
reading habits at this time from the intensive to the extensive: unlike the 
Bible or almanacs, which were pored over repeatedly, magazines provided 
fresh and expendable recreation for the industrious classes. They harmonized 
with the democratic spirit of the age, enhancing the quality of life for the 
many who had neither expensive educations nor unlimited leisure. Dennie 
saw magazines, with their array of essays, poems, stories, and anecdotes, as 
responsive to the short attention span and craving for diversity of ordinary 


570 REVOLUTIONARY AND EARLY NATIONAL PERIODS 


readers. For the inscription to the Port Folio, he selected lines from the 
English poet William Cowper: “Various, that the mind / Of desultory man, 
studious of change, / And pleased with novelty, may be indulged.” The 
flaneur’s relish for the heterogeneity and “many coloured life” of the urban 
environment, that most modern of settings, was realized in the multifarious 
contents of the periodical. 

The first national literary weekly in the United States, with a circulation at 
its peak of fifteen hundred, the Port Folio perpetuated Dennie’s pattern of 
protesting his elite status while striving to make literature profitable. From 
its first issue, the magazine proposed both to establish its creator as a man of 
irreproachable learning and refinement and to furnish him with a subsis- 
tence. A Prospectus invited submissions from “Men of Affluence, Men of 
Liberality, and Men of Letters,” heaped disdain upon “the lower classes of our 
motley vulgar,” and promised to keep monetary considerations at a distance 
by refusing to permit advertisements in the pages of the journal. The Prospec- 
tus bristled with erudite footnotes warning away the uninitiate; but this 
display, in its very excessiveness — there were twenty-one citations in the 
space of three pages, providing supporting quotations from Virgil, Milton, 
Burke, Pliny, Bolingbroke, and other authorities — pointed to the parvenu 
side of Dennie, the literary man on the make beset by insecurities about his 
credentials. This enterprising side was no less present in the Prospectus, for 
example in the announcement that advertisements would be accepted after all 
but confined to a separate sheet of paper, which would serve as a wrapping for 
the magazine as a whole. Calling himself “an adventurer,” Dennie freely 
acknowledged that in starting the Port Folzo he had the goal “of making 
literature the handmaid of Fortune, or, at least, of securing something like 
independency, by exertions, as a man of letters.” A year later, perhaps fearful 
that his candor about his financial hopes had been misunderstood, he ap- 
pended a defiant notice to subscribers vowing never to court the multitude. 

Dennie edited the Port Fo/zo until his death in 1812, and the conflict in his 
idea of literary calling sharpened rather than abated over time. In content, 
the magazine became more reactionary than ever, lashing out at “the general 
rage for vulgar popularity, and for amassing wealth,” and denouncing Benja- 
min Franklin, whom Dennie used to admire, for degrading literature to the 
capacity of maid servants and apprentices. In presentation, there were signs 
of greater flexibility in accommodating the marketplace. The Port Folio 
changed to a monthly in 1809 and began to run engravings aimed at a 
broader range of readers; plates depicted native scenery, machines like the 
spinning jenny, and the latest fashions. In one breath, Dennie could appeal 
for popular support, as he did in the Prospectus for the new monthly format, 
and in the next, he could admonish readers that he approached them not in 
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“the shape of a fawning publican, or a sobbing mendicant,” but “with a firm 
step, {and} in the guise of a Cavalier.” In 1811 the self-styled aristocrat of 
letters broke with one of the most durable mannerisms of the Old School 
when he dropped his pseudonym and issued the Port Folzo under his own 
name. Some eminent later writers resisted such self-disclosure as too compro- 
mising; Dennie, never more the gentleman than at this moment, portrayed 
the change as an act of high-minded principle. Eschewing “all mystery and 
artifice,” he wrote, would have the effect of making him “still more studi- 
ously than ever, solicitous for the reputation of his literary labours.” 

Dennie was succeeded as editor of the Port Folzo by Nicholas Biddle, the 
Philadelphia blueblood whose later career as president of the United States 
Bank made him the target of the Jacksonian campaign to liberate the econ- 
omy from traditional restraints. Biddle’s succession encapsulates an impor- 
tant truth about the first generation of American literary periodicals. Most 
journals begun prior to the 1820s reached only a small segment of the 
reading public and reflected the attitudes of the “better sort” who exercised a 
monopoly over culture. The two leading publications established following 
the War of 1812, the Baltimore Portico (1816—18) and the North American 
Review (founded in 1815), retained a restrictive tone. William Tudor, the 
first editor of the North American Review, had been a charter member of the 
Anthology Society. Not until the political and social revolution of the Jack- 
son years did literary magazines shed their upper-class air and realize, as it 
were, the democratic market orientation implicit in their miscellaneous struc- 
ture. Graham's Magazine, Godey’s Lady's Book, and other mass-circulation 
monthlies sated the popular taste for light, diverse entertainment and 
stamped the antebellum era as the “golden age” of periodicals. 

Another “successor” of Dennie was already moving toward the new perspec- 
tive in American culture. In 1802, a year after Dennie created Oliver 
Oldschool, a serial entitled Letters of Jonathan Oldstyle, Gent. began appearing 
in a New York newspaper, the Morning Chronicle. The essays heralded the 
arrival on the literary scene of Washington Irving. An attorney like Dennie, 
Irving similarly preferred writing to practicing law and thought of himself as 
an upholder of old-fashioned values in a frenetically modernizing world. 
Irving too got his start in the periodical and newspaper culture of the young 
Republic. Besides his O/dstyle letters, Irving’s first major publication, 
Salmagundi (1807-8), parodied the essay serial, and he served a stint as editor 
of and contributor to the Analectic Magazine in 1813-14. The work that 
made him world famous, The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. (1819—20), 
was published serially both in England and in America and preserved many 
of the features of the miscellany. Again like Dennie, Irving insisted on the 
antipathy between money-making and culture; the pen names he adopted in 
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his march to literary fortune were invariably those of “Gentlemen.” But a 
crucial difference separated the two authors. Irving continued to employ the 
aristocratic pseudonyms that Dennie abandoned because he grasped what his 
predecessor intuited only fitfully: status itself could be sold to the public and 
used as an instrument, not to belabor common readers, but to cultivate and 
enchant them, and thus to immortalize and enrich the writer. 


~s 
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THE DRAMA 


N 1826, at the opening ceremonies of New York’s Bowery Theater, a 
[oe voiced the hope that “the latent talents of some native Bard may 

here be warmed into existence, who shall emulate the growing fame, 
acquired in other walks, by Irving and Cooper.” The statement reveals a 
conspicuous truth about the early American drama. As Western culture 
entered its Romantic phase, the American theater could not boast a single 
figure of international stature, a playwright who could stand comparison 
with the new Republic’s leading fiction writers. The nearest America came to 
a world-famous dramatist in 1826 was John Howard Payne, a transplanted 
New Yorker whose adaptations of French hits played to full houses at Lon- 
don’s Drury Lane; today, Payne is little more than a footnote to literary 
history. 

The American drama was the most republican and propagandistic of the 
literary genres. Slow to accommodate the individualism that became synony- 
mous with nineteenth-century authorship, it failed to develop Romantic 
talents of the highest rank. One might object that the nineteenth century, 
the age of the novel’s apotheosis, proved remarkably inhospitable to Western 
playwriting generally. Although this may be an accurate appraisal, at least 
until the last quarter of the century, it remains true that the complex of 
assumptions governing the native stage was singularly uncongenial to the 
nurturing of Romantic inwardness and self-realization. The drama of the 
early Republic was intimately tied to the civic sphere. It retained a commit- 
ment to the common good long after fiction and poetry (or rather, the 
fictions and poems considered canonical) had modified or shed such loyalties 
for more private goals. The most “residual” of the arts, the theater was the 
closest to oratory and the world of men; it lagged behind the novel’s identifi- 
cation with print and its receptivity to feminization. 

A suggestive way of illustrating the different emphases of the early drama 
and the early novel would be to glance at the national hero who had the 
closest association with each genre. From Royall Tyler’s The Algerine Captive 
(1797) and Charles Brockden Brown’s Arthur Mervyn (1799-1800) to Her- 
man Melville's Israel Potter (1854), the figure of Benjamin Franklin has 
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exerted a special fascination for the American novel. The historical Franklin 
was himself strongly drawn to novels: in his Autobiography he praises John 
Bunyan, Daniel Defoe, and Samuel Richardson for mixing “Narration and 
Dialogue, a Method of Writing very engaging to the Reader,” and in 1744 
his Philadelphia printing house brought out the first novel published in 
America, an edition of Richardson’s Pamela. As the title of Richardson’s tale 
suggests, the genre had a predilection for narratives involving women — a 
predilection, as we shall see in our chapter on the novel, that Franklin 
shared. As a printer, and as someone whose career exemplified social mobil- 
ity, Franklin felt a natural affinity for the literary form whose rise depended 
on the printing revolution and the growth of the middle class. Early Amert- 
can novelists in turn gave him cameo appearances or invoked him by implica- 
tion in their narratives of material success and failure; many viewed him as a 
type of the new order of liberal individualism. 

If Franklin became the patron saint of enlightened self-interest, the revolu- 
tionary leader who showed up most often in the drama, George Washington, 
was universally regarded as a symbol of selfless devotion to the commonweal. 
Washington felt little investment in print culture; a man of action, his 
writings were largely functional. (Only two pieces are much read today, even 
by scholars: the “Circular to the States” [1783] and the presidential “Farewell 
Address” of 1796.) The drama, a more public and oral form than the novel, 
appealed to Washington’s republican sense of culture. He attended the 
theater throughout his life, even during the trying early days of the revolu- 
tionary conflict. The patriot troops, struggling to survive at Valley Forge 
during the bitter winter of 1776—7, entertained their commander with a 
performance of Joseph Addison’s Cato (1712), his favorite play and one of the 
few literary works he quoted in his correspondence. As president, Washing- 
ton regularly lent his prestige to the indigenous stage. His name headed the 
list of subscribers to the publication of Royall Tyler’s The Contrast in 1790, 
and he allowed it to be announced in advance when he planned to honor a 
production with his presence — a form of advertisement that swelled receipts 
and endeared him to theater managers. 

From the beginning of hostilities with Britain, American playwrights 
made it a common practice to portray Washington as a character. Whenever 
they touched on patriotic themes, they were sure to find ways of introducing 
him into their works. Among numerous other examples, he delivers a speech 
in Hugh Henry Brackenridge’s The Battle of Bunkers-Hill (1776), appears as a 
character in John Leacock’s The Fall of British Tyranny (1776) and William 
Dunlap’s André (1798), and provides the model for Peter Markoe’s The Patriot 
Chief (1784). Colonel Manly mentions him reverently in The Contrast as the 
paragon he has sought to imitate. For the early dramatist, the “American 
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Cincinnatus” (as Washington was widely known) represented the primacy of 
the civic, the subordination of private ends to the public good. These were 
imperatives especially pressing upon men, and Washington, with his austere 
dignity and emotional restraint, incarnated manly virtue to his compatriots. 
He stood for the ideals to which the theater itself aspired. When fiction, on 
the other hand, first utilized Washington as a character in a significant way, 
in James Fenimore Cooper’s The Spy (1821), 1t came at the very moment 
when the American novel was moving away from a communal orientation. 
The Washington of Cooper’s tale is a quasi-private figure; he appears as the 
mysterious spymaster Harper, not as the legendary civic hero of the drama. 

Drama in the New World had always been an irreducibly social medium. 
Well before Americans staged plays of their own composition — the first 
being Thomas Godfrey’s The Prince of Parthia, published in 1765 and profes- 
sionally produced in 1767 — they attended shows by traveling players from 
England. The Cavalier South extended a warmer welcome than the often 
disapproving North, but both sections carried on a love affair with Shake- 
speare, and both developed a participatory notion of the stage. In contrast to 
the novel, the drama was consumed in a public setting. It was performed and 
spoken, rarely read. One could say that the drama was the cultural analogue, 
but also the cultural antithesis, to the present-day cinema as a popular art 
form. Like the cinema, it had broad appeal that overrode the distinction 
between elite and demotic entertainment. It assembled people from different 
classes to share the same verbal and visual experience. But whereas the 
cinema charges a single admission price, creating a sense (or illusion) of 
democratic equality, and demands silent attention from the spectators, the 
drama provided stratified seating and encouraged active involvement in the 
performance. 

Particularly after independence, the American theater formed a discursive 
space that expressed the era’s republican spirit — its understanding of public 
life as communal and engaged but socially differentiated. Going to see a play 
in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries entailed interacting with 
people, from players to other members of the audience. Seating arrangements 
physically separated the classes, with servants and slaves in the gallery, the 
“middling sort” in the pit, and gentlemen and their families in the costly 
boxes. A single building housed them all, and the more crowded sections 
tended to prevail in determining popular behavior. There was almost con- 
stant noise inside the theater, even when a play was in progress. Members of 
the public would eat, drink, chew and spit tobacco, and carry on conversa- 
tions. The spectators provided part of the entertainment, and sometimes the 
best part, according to critics like the Anglophile fop Dimple from Tyler’s 
The Contrast, who describes attending the theater in New York: “I sat with 
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my back to the stage all the time, admiring a much better actress than any 
there — a lady who played the fine woman to perfection.” 

Applause, hisses, and other outbursts repeatedly interrupted perfor- 
mances. The songs and stunts presented between the acts and the farcical 
afterpiece that followed the main drama seemed to invite the public to join 
in. The system of “pointing” further contributed to the raucous atmosphere. 
At a celebrated moment in a play, such as Hamlet’s “To be or not to be” 
soliloquy, the actor or actress would walk to the front of the stage and deliver 
the lines directly to the audience. Theatergoers would respond with either 
catcalls or ecstatic cries of approval and demands for an encore. A successful 
point, which might be repeated half a dozen times, would completely disrupt 
the regular business of the drama. 

Other disturbances highlighted the theater’s role as a kind of forum for 
popular political sentiment. Washington’s name during a play would be 
greeted with applause from all sections, whereas the mention of the king of 
England was sure to bring forth howls of derision. James Nelson Barker’s 
Marmion, written in 1812 on the eve of war with Britain, includes a speech 
by James of Scotland denouncing the English for treachery. The impassioned 
Scottish ruler vows to protect “the charter of our freedom / In glorious fields 
{by} our noble fathers won.” The dramatist’s own father, General John 
Barker, sprang to his feet during a performance of this scene and, brandish- 
ing his cane, led the audience in prolonged cheering. Audience disapproval of 
a political opinion or action could force changes in a play even if the behavior 
in question was clearly meant to be seen as misguided. In Dunlap’s André, 
when the hotheaded Bland is unable to persuade Washington to spare An- 
dré’s life, he tears off his military cockade and flings it to the ground in 
disgust. The public was so outraged by this episode that Dunlap was obliged 
to rewrite it for the second performance with a contrite Bland restoring the 
ornament. Sometimes partisan reactions erupted into full-scale riots. Insults, 
real or alleged, that English actors hurled against the United States triggered 
the most serious clashes. The worst disturbance occurred 1n the antebellum 
period, the famous Astor Place Riot of 1849 in which some twenty people 
died, but the pattern was established in the early Republic: invariably taking 
on patriotic overtones, theatrical riots blurred the line between politics and 
the drama. 

The riots demonstrated that the drama’s relation to the civic realm could 
be one of antagonism and mistrust. Violent disturbances frequently led to 
efforts by municipal authorities to impose stricter controls upon the stage. 
Precisely because the theater was a more communal experience than the 
novel, it was perceived as more of a potential menace to the commonwealth. 
Plays had long been condemned as the most depraved of the arts, and in 
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America they came in for a greater degree of criticism and censorship than 
either poetry or fiction. One reason early dramatists infused their works with 
a didactic and moralizing strain was to combat widespread antipathy to the 
stage. 

The Puritans had brought the antitheatrical prejudice to the New World. 
Pressure from English Puritans had closed the London theaters in 1642, and 
their coreligionists in the colonies agreed that plays were “sinfull, heathentsh, 
lewde, ungodly Spectacles.” During the Restoration, the monarchy’s role in 
reopening the stage seemed proof that royalty and the drama were inter- 
twined. Republican ideology strengthened American animus in the eigh- 
teenth century. A Genevan, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, launched the classic 
republican attack in his Letter to M. D’Alembert on the Theatre (1758). Rous- 
seau saw the drama as an enemy of freedom because it brought a train of 
evils — idleness, luxury, dissipation — that destroyed the civic virtue essen- 
tial to a republic. He thought the theater dangerous in its very nature 
because it rewarded the person who made a profession of deceiving others. A 
free polity, Rousseau argued, depended on persuasion and rational choice; its 
hero was the orator, the man who openly expressed his opinions and tried to 
convince others that he was right. The actor, in contrast, was a type of the 
demagogue; he practiced “the art of counterfeiting himself, of putting on 
another character than his own, of appearing different than he is.” 

In America, feelings against the drama ran high in the intense ideological 
climate of the revolutionary era. In 1774, as relations with Great Britain 
worsened, an anxious Continental Congress passed a resolution urging indus- 
try and frugality and censuring “every species of extravagance and dissipa- 
tion, especially all horse-racing, and all kinds of gaming, cock-fighting, 
exhibitions of shews, plays, and other expensive diversions and entertain- 
ments.” Four years later, a more stringent edict called for the dismissal of any 
government official “who shall act, promote, encourage, or attend such 
plays.” It did not help the theater’s standing in revolutionary America that 
the occupying British forces regularly staged performances in Boston and 
New York. The hated symbols of foreign oppression clasped the drama to 
them. General John Burgoyne was one of several British officers known to 
adore the stage; he wrote a farce deriding the patriot army as a mob of 
undisciplined provincials. 

Aversion to theatricals as dissolute and unrepublican outlasted the conflict 
with Britain. Massachusetts did not get around to repealing its ban on plays 
until 1792; an earlier movement for repeal in Boston had been led — in what 
must have seemed to some a symbolic conjunction — by Perez Morton, a 
well-known rake and the model for one of the seducers in The Power of 
Sympathy, William Hill Brown’s sentimental novel of 1789. Even Dunlap, 
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the new nation’s first theatrical professional and an ardent advocate, had to 
acknowledge the stage’s association with licentiousness. In his Hzstory of the 
American Theatre (1832), he deplored the moral laxity of actors and the 
custom of reserving a portion of the boxes for prostitutes. Washington Irving 
was another friend of the drama who shrank from its coarser aspects. He 
related in his Letters of Jonathan Oldstyle, Gent. (1802-3) that the unruly 
occupants of the gallery showered food on the other theatergoers and some- 
times made their wishes known by shouting and stamping until they 
drowned out the orchestra. 

Supporters of the stage saw value in those very public qualities that were 
mistrusted by critics and moved to enlist the drama on the side of virtue and 
the common good. As Dunlap put it, “The engine is powerful for good or 
ill — it is for society to choose.” That the theater, unlike privately consumed 
fiction, gathered a mass audience in one location was cited as proof of its 
potential for instruction. The drama’s spoken, or oral, character was a related 
advantage: plays abounded in examples of eloquence and provided valuable 
training in the art of public speaking. This was a talent, as republicans from 
Rousseau to Thomas Jefferson argued, with exceptional importance in a free 
polity, where leaders had to mobilize the electorate through persuasion rather 
than force. Americans still inhabited a largely oral world, and a people 
accustomed to political oratory and weekly sermons appreciated the stage as 
much for its declamation and rhetoric as for its well-crafted plots. Addison’s 
Cato, which enjoyed tremendous popularity throughout the eighteenth cen- 
tury, contains speeches that influenced both Patrick Henry’s famous perora- 
tion, “Give me liberty, or give me death,” and the last words of Nathan Hale, 
“T only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country.” So close was the 
alliance between pedagogy and the drama that several plays were composed 
expressly for student performances. Brackenridge’s The Battle of Bunkers-Hill 
was “drawn up for an Exercise in Oratory, to a number of young Gentlemen 
in a southern Academy” where he was then a teacher. The play includes a 
prologue and an epilogue expounding revolutionary principles and a speech 
of thanksgiving by Washington on his entering Boston. 

Brackenridge was representative of American dramatists active during the 
revolutionary years: he consecrated his “muse to the great themes of patriotic 
virtue, bravery and heroism.” The plays dating from this time are all political 
satires or propaganda pieces. All affirm the necessity of putting service to the 
commonwealth ahead of personal interests. Robert Munford’s The Candidates, 
or the Humours of a Virginia Election, published in 1798 but probably written 
in 1770-1, assails corrupt electioneering practices and, in typical Whig 
fashion, advocates rule by the qualified few. One hero, Wouldbe, rejects the 
Mandevillean doctrine that self-interest produces public benefits, and a sec- 
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ond, Worthy, overcomes his aristocratic reluctance to seek office in order to 
run against demagogues like Strutabout and Smallhopes. Two farces by 
Mercy Otis Warren, The Adulateur (1773) and The Group (1775), lampoon 
Thomas Hutchinson and the clique of Loyalist politicians who governed 
Massachusetts from the Stamp Act to the Revolution. Warren too condemns 
theorists of self-interest like Bernard Mandeville, whose Fable of the Bees 
(1714), according to the plays, is favorite reading of the Tories. “A swarm of 
court sycophants, hungry harpies, and unprincipled danglers,” the Tories are 
said to have betrayed their “country for a grasp of gold.” Dramatic works 
written after the outbreak of hostilities proclaim the union of art and arms. 
Leacock’s The Fall of British Tyranny has an tronic dedication to the British 
army by “Dick Rifle’ and a poem by the Goddess of Liberty exhorting 
Americans to “Wish, talk, write, fight, and die — for LIBERTY.” A French 
visitor to Harvard in 1781, after watching undergraduates act in several of 
these dramas, was moved to suggest that the theater had not fulfilled such a 
civic role since the time of the ancient Greeks. 

As a patriotic form, the drama derived its principal inspiration from 
current events. Playwrights vied with each other to retell great public narra- 
tives. Brackenridge chose two of the best-known early confrontations of the 
war for his play on Bunker Hill and for The Death of General Montgomery at the 
Szege of Quebec (1777). Later dramatists showed the same penchant for commu- 
nal stories of a strongly nationalistic bent. Susanna Rowson migrated to this 
country as a player and had a career in the Philadelphia theater before taking 
up schoolteaching. With Slaves in Algiers; or, A Struggle for Freedom (1794), 
she joined the long line of playwrights who chronicled the conflict with the 
Barbary pirates. John Daly Burk retraced Brackenridge’s territory with his 
flag-waving Bunker-Hill, or The Death of General Warren. A kind of mixed- 
media extravaganza with onstage troop movements, battle scenes, cannons, 
smoke, and fire, the piece drew record crowds when it opened in Boston and 
then New York in 1797. For Dunlap, the supreme moment of national self- 
definition occurred in the affair of the English spy, Major John André. So 
great was the interest in this episode that Dunlap refashioned his tragedy on 
the subject as a patriotic spectacle, The Glory of Columbia: Her Yeomanry! 
(1803), in a continuing effort to capitalize on André’s notoriety. 

Just as the American stage was shaped by public events, so the political 
world was colored by the drama. Again the interaction was most pronounced 
in the revolutionary period, particularly during the 1760s and 1770s. Ameri- 
cans learned their oppositional ideology from belles lettres as well as from 
political tracts, and the English plays performed and admired in the colonies 
invariably lent themselves to partisan interpretation. Works like Cato, John 
Home's Whiggish Douglas (1756), and John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera (1728), 
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which portrayed English society as thoroughly dissolute, strengthened the 
wish for independence. The complex of ideas known as Whig Sentimental- 
ism, disseminated by both the novel and the drama, was another stimulus to 
separation from Britain. Feminizing liberty as a victim of sexual assault, this 
tradition enabled Americans to cast themselves as defenders of national purity 
against seducers intent upon violation. 

Members of the revolutionary generation were acutely conscious of them- 
selves as performers on the historical stage. Belying Rousseau’s fear that the 
free man could not be an actor, they insisted on the congruence of liberty with 
self-dramatization. The protests leading up to the break with Britain had a 
theatrical flavor. Social life in general was more stylized in the eighteenth 
century, as people liked to “playact” in public through convention and gesture, 
and the decade of crisis following the Stamp Act saw political activity assume 
ritualized and highly expressive forms. Effigies were hanged, mock trials and 
festivals held, and demonstrators imitated mummers’ plays by staging burials 
and resurrections of the figure of Liberty. Some orators donned togas and struck 
Roman poses to underscore their claim to be successors to the ancient republi- 
cans. A sense of stepping into familiar roles — those of Cicero, Cato, and 
Cincinnatus — built confidence in the rightness of the cause and prompted 
pamphleteers and newspaper writers to employ classical pseudonyms, such as 
the “Publius” adopted by Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay 
in The Federalist. Something of this histrionic quality, this air of venturing 
before an expectant audience, comes through in the Declaration of Indepen- 
dence. Impelled by “a decent respect to the opinions of mankind,” the docu- 
ment proclaiming national autonomy submits the grievances of the colonists 
to the judgment of “a candid world.” 

The drama’s commitment to the collectivity militated against individual- 
ized expression and perception of the genre as private property. Canonical 
models, when put to patriotic uses, lent needed legitimacy, and time- 
honored plots and character types stood a better chance of eliciting desired 
responses than did experimentation. Native dramatists felt little impetus to 
strive for originality and little inhibition about lifting material from others. 
A venerable tradition of English drama — Shakespeare, as Cooper observed in 
1828, was “the great author of America” — constituted an irresistible re- 
source for borrowings. Most American plays were highly derivative, put 
together by rearranging episodes, characters, and dialogue from familiar 
English works. In Godfrey's The Prince of Parthia, the indigenous qualities are 
far less evident than are such echoes from Shakespeare as the betrayal of a king 
by his ungrateful child, in this case a son, the appearance of a murdered 
sovereign’s ghost, and the bloody-mindedness of an ambitious queen. Plays 
more self-consciously nationalistic helped themselves just as freely to the 
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common English stock. The Contrast, which warns against corrupting influ- 
ences from abroad, shows the influence of George Farquhar and Richard 
Brinsley Sheridan. Mordecai M. Noah’s She Would Be a Soldier, or The Plains of 
Chippewa (1819), a comedy of cross dressing set during the War of 1812, 
steals its basic situation from Thomas Shadwell’s The Woman Captain (1680) 
and even owes its title to Frederick Pilon’s He Would Be a Soldier (1786). 

The lack of international copyright left these and other foreign works 
unprotected; recycled for American consumption, they were far more com- 
mon on the early stage than were original native dramas. Besides imitating 
English works, American authors regularly translated and adapted Continen- 
tal plays. Dunlap turned out over fifty works, only a fraction of them 
original. His favorite source was a German, August von Kotzebue, whose 
melodramas enjoyed immense success in both England and America. When 
Dunlap’s André fared poorly at the box office in 1798, he was able to keep 
open New York’s Park Theater, of which he was the manager, with a version 
of Kotzebue’s The Stranger (1789). Thereafter he adapted Kotzebue so fre- 
quently that the German, anxious to get at least some returns from his 
popularity in the United States, offered to sell Dunlap his manuscripts ahead 
of publication — an offer the American, who had been reworking already 
existing English translations, understandably saw no reason to accept. 

Even more prolific as a translator was the expatriate John Howard Payne, 
who relied heavily on French melodramatists such as Alexandre Duval and 
Guilbert de Pixérécourt. Payne wrote upwards of sixty plays, almost all of 
which were adaptations; only his first work, a piece called Ju/ia performed in 
1806 when he was just fifteen, is believed to be original. Payne made no 
secret of his dependence on existent sources. In the preface to Brutus; or the 
Fall of Tarquin, the tragedy that established his English reputation, he freely 
admits borrowing from some seven earlier treatments. The preface denies 
infringing private ownership and rates adaptation on a par with originality: 


In the present play J have had no hesitation in adopting the conception and language 
of my predecessors. . . . This has been done so as to allow of no injury to personal 
feelings or private property. Such obligations, to be culpable, must be secret; but it 
may be observed, that no assistance of other writers can be available without an effort 
almost, if not altogether, as laborious as original composition. 


The note of defensiveness in this statement can be attributed to the historical 
lateness of Payne’s situation; Romantic ideas about creativity were already 
commonplace when Brutus was first performed in 1818. 

Fiction and poetry were second to foreign plays in providing literary inspira- 
tion for the native stage. Like the cinema, the early American theater thrived 
on dramatizations of other genres; the better known a story was — the closer it 
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came to being a common inheritance — the better its chances for success. The 
first play of Dunlap’s to be produced, The Father, or American Shandyism (1789), 
indicates its debt to Laurence Sterne’s novel in its title. Dunlap also reworked 
Ann Radcliffe’s gothic thriller Romance of the Forest as Fontainville Abbey (1795), 
and Barker’s Marmion was based on a popular poem by Sir Walter Scott. 
Cooper’s The Spy was turned into a play, and later in the century, the actor 
Joseph Jefferson made a successful career out of playing Rip Van Winkle to 
audiences enraptured with Irving’s character. 

Washington Irving received nothing for these performances, but the adapt- 
ers did not do much better. Remuneration for native dramatists was thor- 
oughly unreliable and dissuaded would-be artists from viewing playwriting 
as a profession. Stage managers naturally preferred foreign plays because they 
could get them without paying a fee. Even when they accepted an American 
work, they made no direct payment but rather permitted the author to keep 
the receipts of a benefit night (minus expenses for the house). This arrange- 
ment seldom proved beneficial to the playwright; custom stipulated that the 
third performance belonged to the author, and few plays were sufficiently 
popular to warrant a three-night run. Only Dunlap and Payne among early 
dramatists were daring (or foolhardy) enough to try to earn a livelihood 
exclusively from the theater. Neither succeeded: Dunlap went bankrupt in 
1805 after an unprofitable twenty-year career as a playwright, manager, and 
director, and Payne earned so little from his adaptations that he landed in a 
London debtors’ prison. 

American copyright statute further inhibited a proprietary view of plays. 
The law was far more disadvantageous for the early dramatist than for the 
fiction writer. Although plays could be copyrighted by individuals, in reality 
they belonged more to the community than to their authors. Until 1856, 
playwrights had no legal control over public performances of their works, 
and no recourse to prevent others from staging and profiting from them. 
Once a play was published and made generally available, anything could 
happen to it. Tyler’s The Contrast was picked up by theater companies 
throughout the country and produced with unauthorized changes in plot and 
dialogue, additional songs, and revised titles like The Contrast; or, the Ameri- 
can Son of Liberty. Nor did the printed version of a play necessarily show 
respect for the author's intentions. Several early dramas survive only as 
prompt copies, indicating that they were probably amended during rehearsal 
and were as much the creation of the company as the playwright. The holder 
of the copyright for the 1826 edition of Barker's Marmion was M. Lopez, 
“Prompter of the Philadelphia and Baltimore Theatres.” 

In a sense, the legal situation in the federal period was truer to the drama’s 
collaborative character than more restrictive modern statutes made it. Dra- 
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mas, even when technically written by a single person, are almost always 
joint efforts in their production. In addition to their adding or dropping 
lines, actors may introduce unintended inflections and gestures; directors 
may choose to shorten or lengthen entire scenes, or to eliminate them alto- 
gether; and the physical structures of playhouses dictate changes in setting 
and stage directions. The “author” of Romantic and individualist ideology, 
understood as a solitary creator with proprietary control over the product of 
his or her labor, is plainly inadequate to a cooperative venture like the 
theater. 

Their problematic status as authorial property deterred publication of early 
American plays and so underlined, as it were, the genre’s nature as an oral art 
form. In the absence of stage copyright, playwrights could best protect their 
interests by keeping their works in manuscript. Partly for this reason, and 
also because published plays were so unprofitable in general, there was a high 
incidence of perishability among early dramas. Again, the divergence from 
fiction was as pronounced as the similarity. Unlike novels, many plays never 
made it into print; they reached the public only as evanescent verbal perfor- 
mances. Countless theatrical works have consequently disappeared, among 
them plays by some of the leading authors of the time. The Contrast opened to 
acclaim at New York’s John Street Theater in 1787 and immortalized Tyler as 
the Republic’s first important dramatist; but the fame of his maiden effort 
did not lead to the publication of his later ventures into playwriting. At least 
two of Tyler’s other plays, May Day in Town (1787) and The Georgia Spec 
(1797), were produced but have not been preserved, and the texts of four 
more remained in manuscript for a century and a half, until their discovery 
and publication in 1941. Rowson is known to have written a comic opera on 
the Whisky Rebellion, an adaptation of a Philip Massinger play, and a farce 
about Americans abroad. The only dramatic piece of hers to survive is Slaves 
in Algiers. Dunlap wrote his first drama, The Modest Soldier, in 1787, after 
seeing The Contrast; it has vanished along with most of his comedies, adapta- 
tions, and afterpieces. 

Another effect of the drama’s persistent amateurism was to discourage 
playwriting altogether. Dunlap supported himself as a painter after his bank- 
ruptcy and wrote only a few additional dramas, “receiving,” as he put it in 
his History of the American Theatre, “meagre compensation for poor commodi- 
ties.” In the Hzstory, Dunlap applauded the playwriting competitions insti- 
tuted by celebrated performers such as Edwin Forrest as a solution to the 
difficulties of native talent. But in actuality these contests, in which a star 
would offer prize money for the best original drama and then acquire the 
rights, often compounded the financial hardships of the author. Robert 
Montgomery Bird, the most gifted American dramatist of a slightly later 
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generation, received but a single payment from Forrest for plays that proved 
enduring hits and enriched the actor. An exasperated Bird abandoned the 
theater for fiction, confiding to his diary, “What a fool I was to think of 
writing plays! To be sure, they are much wanted. But these novels are much 
easier sorts of things and immortalize one’s pocket much sooner.” 

The theater’s tardiness in becoming a self-supporting profession was 
matched by a reluctance to accept the primacy of individualistic values in 
theme. The genre’s bond to the public sphere persisted long after indepen- 
dence, restricting the ennoblement of private concerns, and plays on civic 
subjects remained in great demand among American audiences well into the 
nineteenth century. Three revealing tlustrations span the early national pe- 
riod. Composed in 1787, 1798, and 1818, respectively, the three plays are 
Tyler’s The Contrast, Dunlap’s André, and Payne’s Brutus. As the first work by 
an American to achieve success on the English stage, Payne’s piece can be 
considered the dramatic counterpart to Irving’s The Sketch Book (1819-20) 
and Cooper’s The Spy, yet it shares more in common with its generic predeces- 
sors than with those innovative fictions. The three plays exhibit remarkable 
continuity in their conception of exemplary character and in their allegiance 
to the ideal of public-spiritedness. 

For all its echoes of contemporaneous English drama, The Contrast is a 
distinctively and memorably American work, “A piece,” as Tyler’s prologue 
boasts, “which we may fairly call our own.” It introduces the first stage Yankee 
in our literature, the comic and fiercely democratic Jonathan — “I am Colonel 
Manly’s waiter,” he insists, objecting when he’s called a servant — and it teems 
with references to the postwar scene, to Shays’s Rebellion, the Marquis de 
Lafayette, the popular actor Thomas Wignell, revolutionary war certificates, 
and the latest French fashions. The play also takes up some of the leading 
cultural controversies of the time. It transforms the conventional drawing 
room comedy into a resonant satire on the debate between luxury and virtue. 
The Contrast deviates from British tradition in being a satire with a reforming 
spirit: although poking gentle fun at the staunchly republican Colonel Manly, 
Tyler admires and promotes the values he represents. Manly’s speech on the fall 
of the Greek republics in act 3, a collapse he attributes to the erosion of civic 
virtue, is a summary of the early drama’s central emphases. Manly warns 
against the idea, propounded by “the tribe of Mandevilles, . . . that a nation, 
to become great, must first become dissipated,” and he calls upon his country- 
men to shun the privatism and bickering that brought about the destruction of 
Greek liberty: “The common good was lost in the pursuit of private interest; 
and that people, who by uniting, might have stood against the world in arms, 
by dividing, crumbled into ruin.” 

Manly’s fear of internal discord highlights a more topical and immediate 
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political concern of The Contrast, one shaped by the circumstances surround- 
ing the play’s composition in March of 1787, just weeks before the first 
session of the Constitutional Convention. The catalyst for that gathering, as 
for Tyler’s presence in New York, was the armed insurrection by a group of 
disaffected farmer-debtors in western Massachusetts. Respectable opinion 
was unanimous in seeing Daniel Shays, the rebellion’s leader, as a designing 
demagogue who turned the heads of his followers with false promises of easy 
credit and the forgiveness of their debts. Luxury and foreign influence were 
blamed for having corrupted the rebels, many of them revolutionary war 
veterans; after they surrendered, they were required to take a loyalty oath 
renouncing “all allegiance, subjection, and obedience to the King, Queen, or 
Government of Great Britain.” Tyler, who served with the expedition sent to 
quell the uprising, was in New York City on a related mission when visits to 
the John Street Theater inspired him to try his hand at playwriting. The 
figure of Daniel Shays thus stands in the background of both the new nation’s 
first significant cultural achievement and its founding political document. 
(Shays also provoked several Connecticut Wits into publishing The Anarchiad 
[1786-7], a tirade in rhyming couplets that attacks the farmers as a lawless 
“debtor crew.”) The Contrast uses comedy to defuse the threat that the dele- 
gates in Philadelphia countered with the federal Constitution. 

For Tyler, the hypocrisy and intrigue of New York social life are the 
humorous metropolitan analogue to the insurrectionary plotting in the prov- 
inces. Whig Sentimentalism drew an equation between attacks on liberty 
and rape; and by the 1780s those who courted the multitude had replaced the 
British in the lexicon of sexual violation. “Democracy is Lovelace,” as John 
Adams put it, “and the people are Clarissa. The artful villain will pursue the 
innocent young girl to her ruin and her death.” Tyler’s heroine, Maria Van 
Rough, similarly — if rather mysteriously at first — conflates sexual and po- 
litical misconduct when she denounces the seducer Dimple as 


a depraved wretch, whose only virtue is a polished exterior; who is actuated by the 
unmanly ambition of conquering the defenseless; whose heart, insensible to the 
emotions of patriotism, dilates at the plaudits of every unthinking girl; whose laurels 
are the sighs and tears of the miserable victims of his specious behaviour. 


What becomes clear is that this “Lovelace without {the} wit” is also a Daniel 
Shays in dandy’s garb, a dissembler who “insinuate[s}” himself into people’s 
“good graces” with outrageous flattery while he manipulates them to his 
advantage. Dimple is an Anglicized version of the “new men” disliked and 
feared by the elite; he has changed his name from Van Dumpling to conceal 
his modest origins and gotten deeply into debt through his extravagance. His 
particular prey are the city’s belles, who make easy victims because they share 
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his relish for “invidious attacks on the rights and characters of others.” 
Dimple woos the women as a demagogue does the masses, by paying false 
addresses to their faces and then abusing them behind their backs. 

Just as John Adams equates the people with Clarissa, Tyler implies a 
comparison of the postrevolutionary populace to fickle womanhood. The 
analogy points to the need for commanding men and vigorous central govern- 
ment. “Who is it that considers the helpless situation of our sex,” Maria asks 
rhetorically, “that does not see we each moment stand in need of a protector, 
and that a brave one too.” The Contrast favors the kind of strong ruling power 
personified by Colonel Manly and established in the political world by the 
Constitution. It champions a polity of deference in which a feminized public 
yields authority to “manly” leaders who thwart self-seeking upstarts through 
the practice of Roman virtue. 

Yet at the same time Tyler’s play takes a trusting and optimistic view of 
feminine — and popular — judgment. Far from belittling the female sex, 
Colonel Manly believes in the “antiquated, anti-gallant” notion of speaking 
one’s thoughts honestly to a woman. “He said once in my presence,” his 
fashionable sister Charlotte complains, “in a room full of company — would 
you believe it — in a large circle of ladies, that the best evidence a gentleman 
could give a young lady of his respect and affection, was, to endeavour in a 
friendly manner to rectify her foibles.” A moderate Federalist, Tyler expresses 
comparable faith in the public’s capacity to accept and learn from construc- 
tive criticism. In the prologue to The Contrast, he declares to his audience: 


Let not light Censure on your faults, offend, 
Which aims not to expose them, but amend. 
Thus does our Author to your candour trust; 
Conscious, the free are generous, as just. 


At the play’s ending, the ladies and the people jointly vindicate such confi- 
dence by showing that they can appreciate genuine merit and tolerate correc- 
tion of their shortcomings. Charlotte repents her infatuation with Dimple, 
and Manly secures “the good graces of his fair countrywoman” in winning the 
hand of Maria. In a final gesture to the audience, Tyler has Manly request 
“the applause of THE PUBLIC”; American theatergoers responded by mak- 
ing The Contrast the first hit play of the American stage to deal with native 
themes. 

Manly represents the ideal leader for yet another reason: along with Maria, 
he is the most “feeling” of Tyler’s characters, and he combines sentiment with 
civic-mindedness. In seduction novels like Charlotte Temple and The Coquette, 
the capacity for intense affect is concentrated in (though not confined to) the 
female. Extreme sensibility typically proves to be a wayward trait, causing 
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the heroine to put private and individual needs ahead of others. It misleads 
Charlotte Temple into forsaking her filial obligations and running off with 
Montraville. Eliza Wharton, who similarly yields to her feelings, rejects the 
counsel of family and friends and strays into an illicit affair with a married 
scoundrel. In both cases, indulgence of emotions marks a step toward female 
autonomy, but independence disrupts older loyalties to the group and comes 
at the cost of self-destruction. 

The Contrast is the first in a series of native plays that can be read as 
masculine rebuttals to the novel’s feminizing of sentiment. By reconfiguring 
sensibility as a male quality, Tyler brings it into the public realm and 
assimilates it to the drama’s civic aims. Indeed, sensibility becomes a politi- 
cal virtue in itself in The Contrast, the reassuring evidence of humanity in the 
otherwise austere and self-denying leader. Colonel Manly invokes George 
Washington as his model in selfless patriotism, and he has striven to imitate 
the Virginian by exposing his “health and life in the service of {his} country, 
without reaping any other reward than the glory of conquering in so arduous 
a contest.” This veteran officer also has “a susceptible heart” and can speak 
“the language of sentiment” as fluently as anyone. He refers ardently to his 
parents as the “authors of my existence,” thinks of the “brave old soldiers” he 
served with as his “family,” and “has a tear for every pitiful” object. Manly is 
the man of virtue as the man of feeling, a figure for whom emotional 
intensity is compatible with the larger interests of society. He inaugurates a 
major dramatic trend as the public-spirited alternative to the seduced hero- 
ines of early fiction. His stage descendants include Dunlap’s Washington and 
Payne’s Junius Brutus, later hero-leaders who at once stand firm for the 
commonweal and weep for the human cost of single-minded devotion to the 
nation. 

In André the conflict between feelings and duty, the essential matter of the 
seduction novel, takes an explicitly civic form. Bland — the name ts an ironic 
misnomer — 1s a kind of Charlotte Temple of the public sphere. Highly emo- 
tional and often unthinking in his behavior, he allows his judgment to be 
clouded by affection for André, the man who saved his life when he was a 
British prisoner. Bland keeps pleading for clemency for his friend without 
weighing the consequences to the American cause. At the opposite pole stands 
the hardened veteran M’ Donald, who regards André’s execution as necessary to 
discourage treason and demonstrate firmness to the British. A man who unhesi- 
tatingly elevates country over personal sentiments, M’Donald has no sympathy 
for the condemned spy and dismisses Bland’s appeal as tainted by gratitude. It 
is not disinterested virtue but love of self, he tells Bland, that leads you to 
esteem a Briton who “sav’d thy life, yet strove to damn thy country.” 

George Washington emerges as the play’s golden mean between the ex- 
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tremes of Bland’s emotionalism and M’Donald’s pitiless sense of duty. Wash- 
ington agrees with M’Donald that the national interest requires André’s 
death, but he recognizes the young captive’s merits and feels keenly the 
tragedy of the situation. A series of moving pleas, culminating in a particu- 
larly tearful one from André’s fiancée, shakes his resolve: turning away to 
hide his eyes, the general confesses that his “heart is torn in twain.” At this 
point, Washington seems about to succumb to temptation like any sentimen- 
tal heroine, but Dunlap, having established his hero’s compassion, has him 
resist the pull of the emotions and reaffirm the primacy of the communal 
welfare. News of a British atrocity recalls Washington to his duty — “Why, 
why, my country, did I hesitate?” he exclaims — and he allows the sentence of 
execution to be carried out. Five years later, when Dunlap rewrote André as 
the patchwork Glory of Columbia, he amplified the original drama’s civic 
focus by creating a collective hero, the nation’s yeomanry. The rustics who 
capture André move to the center of the action as the popular equivalent of 
Washington. In contrast to Benedict Arnold, the turncoat who betrays his 
country with the statement, “Perish the public good! My private welfare 
henceforth be my aim,” the farmer-heroes show their republican virtue by 
decisively spurning André’s bribe of gold. 

Payne’s Brutus seems still another rewrite of André, with the antique 
Roman replacing Washington as the suffering but finally unyielding patriot. 
Though Payne composed the play for an English audience, his protagonist 
had special significance for Americans as a model for their own revolutionary 
struggle. Republicans esteemed Brutus as the man who had overthrown the 
Tarquin kings and restored Rome to freedom. Like Addison’s Cato, the 
comparable piece for eighteenth-century theatergoers, Brutus abounds in eas- 
ily remembered civic aphorisms, such as “where all are slaves, / None but the 
fool is happy” and “Great things may yet be done, / If we are men, and 
faithful to our country.” 

Payne’s Brutus is confronted with a quandary similar to but even more 
wrenching than that faced by Dunlap’s Washington. He has to decide 
whether to spare or execute his own son Titus, an apolitical young man who 
loves Tarquinia, the tyrant’s daughter, and fights on the side of Rome’s 
enemies. Payne takes the familiar plot of the sentimental novel, with its 
blocking parent and frustrated lovers, politicizes it, and inverts the usual 
order of preferences. Instead of vindicating the young couple, the play justi- 
fies the father’s sternness in opposing his son’s wishes. “Let me lose / In those 
dear arms, the very name of son,” cries Titus to his mistress; but with Rome 
groaning under the Tarquins, his readiness to forsake family and country in 
his preoccupation with love seems self-indulgent and ignoble, and he forfeits 
any lingering sympathy when he joins the forces of the monarchy. After 
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Titus’s capture by the victorious republicans, Tarquinia begs for his life in 
speeches extolling romantic love over civic obligation. Brutus replies, “Be 
woman e’er so beauteous, man was made / For nobler uses than to be her 
slave.” Again, the drama repudiates the novel’s feminized sentimentalism: 
although Brutus proves susceptible to emotions, he masters his anguish to 
uphold Roman justice. “The sovereign magistrate of Rome / Condemns / A 
crime, thy father’s bleeding heart forgives,” the otherwise severe hero sobs to 
his son. A moment later his grief forces Brutus to turn away, “convulsed with 
agitation,” as the curtain falls on the signal for Titus’s death. 

The drama’s power to contain emotionalism and channel it toward civic 
purposes was more beleaguered in 1818 than in 1787, as the overheated final 
moment of Payne’s play suggests. Thereafter, Payne alternated political 
works with tearful domestic melodramas. A collaborator with Washington 
Irving on Charles the Second (1824) and Richelieu (1826), he also penned the 
century's most popular song about domesticity, “Home, Sweet Home,” an air 
from his musical Clari; or, the Maid of Milan (1823). Public life itself ac- 
quired a more histrionic coloring at this time: the first quarter of the nine- 
teenth century saw the emergence of the Romantic style in American poli- 
tics. The consanguinity between politics and the drama now assumed forms 
that a strict republican like Rousseau would have regarded as peculiarly 
troubling. Rousseau had feared that the actor’s inauthenticity, his concern 
with performance above truthfulness, would infiltrate the civic zone if the 
theater were permitted in a republic. In the liberal society evolving after the 
War of 1812, democratic and market realities gave increased importance to a 
speaker’s drawing power. Content receded before magnetism as the desidera- 
tum of a politician, and aspiring orators were urged to look to the stage for 
lessons on how to captivate an audience. 

No one argued the point more vigorously than William Wirt, the biogra- 
pher of Patrick Henry. The Virginia patriot had been admired by some as the 
country’s greatest public speaker and reviled by others as a crafty rabble- 
rouser. Wirt sought to package Henry as a political model for the present. 
Because the Virginian spoke extemporaneously, few of his actual words had 
been preserved; Wirt’s orator as actor was as much a construction of the 
emergent Romantic sensibility as Ahab or Uncle Tom. Wirt believed that 
“the pulpit, senate and bar” should draw inspiration from “master perform- 
ers” like Thomas Cooper, a tragedian who had starred at Dunlap’s Park 
Theater. Wirt praised Henry for his ability to spellbind spectators with the 
sure touch of an accomplished actor. According to his biographer, Henry did 
not so much persuade his listeners with rational demonstration as sweep 
them away emotionally with his electrifying delivery and eloquence. Wit- 
nesses reported that Henry’s performances “made their blood run cold, and 
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their hair to rise on end.” Wirt’s Henry heralded both the triumph of a 
perfervid oratorical style and the theatricalization of American politics. For 
Henry, each public occasion was “a new theatre” in which to display his 
talents; as Wirt put it in summarizing his subject’s achievement, “he was 
SHAKESPEARE and GARRICK combined!” 

Wirt’s Sketches of the Life and Character of Patrick Henry appeared in 1817, 
near the end of the early national period, but one has to go beyond that time, 
to the last days of the Civil War, to appreciate fully the darker ironies of the 
drama—politics connection in American life. On Good Friday, 1865, Abra- 
ham Lincoln was assassinated while attending a performance of Our American 
Cousin at Washington’s Ford’s Theater. Lincoln’s killer was John Wilkes 
Booth, a southern sympathizer and disaffected actor. Some witnesses claimed 
that as Booth leapt to the stage from the balcony where he shot the president, 
he cried out, “Szc semper tyrannus'” (Thus always to tyrants!), as though he 
were a latter-day Roman patriot. (The phrase is the state motto of Virginia, 
the leader of the Confederacy.) Booth’s background suggests why such an 
exclamation might have resonated for him. With his brother Edwin, the 
foremost American actor of the antebellum years, he had performed in Shake- 
speare’s Julius Caesar, a play native audiences interpreted as a defense of 
tyrannicide. His fiercely republican father was a distinguished actor in his 
own right, a popular English tragedian who had emigrated to the United 
States in 1821 and named John Wilkes after the London libertarian revered as 
a hero by the revolutionary generation. The father’s name was Junius Brutus 
Booth; a favorite role, one he made virtually his own, was that of the title 
character in Payne’s Brutus; or The Fall of Tarquin. Theater and politics were 
inextricable when the son chose a playhouse in which to perform the same 
role in reality on that April evening at the close of the Civil War. 
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POETRY 


IKE THE DRAMA, eighteenth-century poetry was a public and didac- 

tic art. The practice of publishing verse in newspapers, common 

throughout the formative period, bespoke both the topicality of poetic 
discourse and, what was closely related, its embeddedness in the life of the 
nation. Poetry seldom dealt with private imaginings and personal emotions. 
Rather, it concerned itself with the kind of widely known information that 
was reported in the press: warfare, politics, the deaths of eminent individu- 
als, and other public matters. Poetry had a social identity, and it shared in 
communal existence as a regular feature in newspapers and magazines, at 
college commencements and Fourth of July celebrations, and on city streets 
where it was hawked in broadside. 

This accent on the community was strengthened by the poetic influences 
Americans absorbed from the English tradition. Early poets who enjoyed 
special popularity in the Republic included William Shakespeare and John 
Milton, both of whom were interpreted by Americans as writing on public 
themes, Shakespeare as a foe of tyranny, Milton as a friend of religious liberty 
and the author of the modern era’s greatest epic. The Augustan, or neoclassi- 
cal, style, at its height in England during the first half of the eighteenth 
century, held sway in the United States throughout the early years of indepen- 
dence. Emerging after the pietistic extremities and startling linguistic turns 
of the metaphysicals, neoclassicism moved away from intense and idiosyn- 
cratic expression toward “correctness” and regularity. The poetry of Alexan- 
der Pope, James Thomson, John Dryden, and Jonathan Swift — the first in 
particular revered in America — addressed social and political issues with the 
goal of inculcating proper attitudes. Satire, which assumes a community of 
values, replaced the personalized lyric as the age’s preferred form. Americans 
found these emphases congenial to their own efforts to construct both a 
national poetry and a poetry that aimed to legitimate the nation. Although 
tradition, even a tradition that downplays subjectivity, can and in England 
obviously did nurture distinctive talents, in America neoclassical technique 
worked less to encourage originality than to submerge the individual voice. 

Public in theme, poetry proved resistant to privatizing in other respects 
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too. Americans acquired two dominant images of the poet from the English 
past: the impoverished versifier and the gentlemanly amateur composing 
quatrains in his leisure. Arguably, neither image was suited to an industrious 
people without an established nobility, but the second model was compatible 
with both republicanism and neoclassicism — in England, the form of 
“high,” or elite, culture — and it remained influential in the young nation. 
The beggarly poet was not unknown to Americans, at least as a type, but the 
figure hardly recommended poetry, as we know from Benjamin Franklin’s 
Autobiography. Franklin, an unwavering friend of the novel, briefly tried his 
hand at ballads but abandoned the effort when his father admonished him 
that “Verse-makers were generally Beggars.” Both symbols conveyed an im- 
portant truth about early verse: it adapted slowly to professionalization and 
never attained the market appeal of the newer and more “liberal” novel. 
People listened to poetry on ceremonial occasions, and they read it in newspa- 
pers, but not many of them bought it. Poets, whether patricians or beggars, 
had little prospect of earning money from their writings. 

To be sure, other voices and other versions of the poet did emerge in this 
epoch to challenge the public ethos. American poetry participated, with a lag 
of some years, in the paradigm shift from neoclassic to Romantic that marked 
English verse in the second half of the eighteenth century. Even at the 
beginning of our period, the Augustan was far from the only available style. 
The cultural lag was in certain ways productive, enabling some writers to 
bypass prevailing models and freeing others to welcome unorthodox develop- 
ments. American poetry was surprisingly pluralistic, encompassing residual 
forms, experimental meter, a receptivity to the sentimental and colloquial, 
and a private mood anticipatory of Romanticism. Women poets, African 
Americans, and aspiring professionals were also much in evidence, although 
most wrote verse shaped by the ruling orientation toward the formal. Never- 
theless, the existence of this more heterogeneous and individualistic strain 
gives early American poetry an occasionally schizophrenic quality that prefig- 
ures the later split in the culture represented by those two originals, Emily 
Dickinson and Walt Whitman, on the one side, and the public and didactic 
Fireside Poets on the other. The infant Republic’s representative poet, Philip 
Freneau, was typical precisely in his inability to resolve these conflicting 
impulses. 

George Washington, the towering figure of the public sphere, had an even 
more extensive association with poetry than with the drama. The “American 
Maecenas,” Washington encouraged native verse through direct patronage — 
he subscribed for twenty copies of Joel Barlow’s The Vision of Columbus 
(1787) — by permitting authors to dedicate their works to him, and simply 
by being “Columbia's fav’rite son,” the national soldier-statesman whose 
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exploits could be recorded in song. Washington personified the Republic, 
and poems about him were collective celebrations. His death in 1799 called 
forth the greatest outpouring of elegies and verse orations in American 
history; virtually every town and newspaper in the country took poetic notice 
of his passing. 

Verses on Washington’s death resembled most contemporaneous poems in 
that they were pedagogic and rhetorical, summoning listeners to draw a 
lesson or pursue some action. Apart from being in meter and rhyme, poetry 
did not seek to differentiate itself from other forms of discourse. Verse was 
the servant of morality and politics, capable of making their precepts “more 
deeply felt and more lastingly remembered,” in Timothy Dwight’s words 
from the introduction to Greenfield Hill (1794). Barlow’s directions for serv- 
ing The Hasty-Pudding (1793) were the era’s recipe for verse: “with molasses 
line the luscious treat, / And mix, like Bards, the useful with the sweet.” 
(Barlow was paraphrasing Horace, whose influential Ars Poetica stipulated 
that literature should impart both amusement and instruction.) Poets in- 
sisted on the primacy of their communitarian goals. “My first wish,” said 
Mercy Otis Warren about her verse tragedy “The Sack of Rome” (published 
in her Poems, Dramatic and Miscellaneous {1790}), “is to throw a mite into the 
scale of virtue”; and Barlow declared of The Columbiad (1807), “My object is 
altogether of a moral and political nature.” Just as they integrated the aes- 
thetic with the rhetorical in their writings, so poets combined their literary 
careers with other vocations. Among other examples, John Trumbull was a 
judge, Barlow and David Humphreys were diplomats, and Freneau held jobs 
as a postal clerk, a newspaper editor, and, for much of his life, a ship’s 
Captain. 

The Washington elegies, like most poetry of the age, were composed for a 
specific occasion. The inspiration for rhyme usually lay outside the inner life 
of the poet in events of public moment or in commissions bestowed by 
colleges, patriotic bodies, and other institutions. Among the most popular 
occasions for verse were military engagements: in the wartime year of 1781, 
Freneau alone published poems commemorating the surrender of Lord Corn- 
wallis, the bloody battle at Eutaw Springs, and the victory of Le Bon Homme 
Richard over the Seraphis. Poems written “to order” were joint fabrications of 
the author and his audience-purchasers, whose requirements might deter- 
mine the choice of subject or theme. Such poems were further evidence of 
the genre’s refusal to separate itself from communal experience. Robert Treat 
Paine, now forgotten but once celebrated among New England’s Brahmins, 
did his writing almost exclusively at the request of others. His works include 
a piece commissioned by the Boston Female Asylum on the sorrows of 
orphan girls and an “Ode. The Street Was a Ruin” that the Massachusetts 
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Charitable Fire Society sponsored in 1804 to memorialize the extinguishing 
of a conflagration. 

Audiences also took part in the production of verse through subscription 
publishing, which was far more common for poetry than for either drama or 
the novel. Because books of poetry sold poorly as a rule, such arrangements 
were necessary to recoup manufacturing costs. The usual practice of printing 
a list of subscribers, sometimes running for ten or more pages, at the front or 
back of the volume, conferred publicity on the buyers as patrons of the arts. 
Typographically, the idea of the unique creator receded; indeed, subscribers 
often received more billing than the poet who may have disclaimed author- 
ship by concealing his or her name. 

Audience involvement with poetry was not limited to the relatively few 
whose names appeared on subscription lists. In its popular oral forms, like 
the ballad and the song, the poetry of the early Republic helped to forge a 
sense of nationhood by binding people together in the common expression of 
patriotic sentiments. These poems were meant to be sung in groups, as 
collective speech; structural elements like the refrain or the use of simple 
repetition, as in the anonymous “Ballad of Nathan Hale” (1776), invited 
listeners to join in: 


Five minutes were given, short moments, no more, 
For him to repent; for him to repent. 

He prayed for his mother, he asked not another, 
To Heaven he went; to Heaven he went. 


Not all popular verse originated in oral tradition or flowed from unknown 
pens. A signer of the Declaration of Independence, Francis Hopkinson, based 
a ballad, “The Battle of the Kegs” (1778), on an incident from the revolution- 
ary war; and Susanna Rowson, as versatile a poet as a novelist, was the author 
of a well-known drinking song, “America, Commerce and Freedom” (1794). 
The air that Americans still sing together (though it is virtually unsingable) 
dates from a few years later: during the War of 1812, while watching a 
British bombardment, Francis Scott Key composed the occasional verses that 
became the national anthem. 

Poetry in this epoch enjoyed an intimate relation to national consciousness. 
What became for many later writers a willed yoking together of dissimilar, or 
even antagonistic, categories, was for the postrevolutionary generation a natu- 
ral union of allies. Poetry’s duty to the Republic was twofold. First, a great 
people produced great poetry; they had their own literature just as they had 
their own political system and rulers. Verse would build pride in the United 
States as an independent nation equal to — or rather the superior of — the 
kingdoms of Europe. Poetry by Americans would vindicate the theory of 
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translatio, the belief that the English Empire and its arts would be “translated” 
westward and that the New World would rapidly surpass the Old. The theory 
antedated the revolutionary war — its roots stretch back to antiquity — and it 
was popularized by the English themselves, most famously by George Berke- 
ley when he announced in 1752, “Westward the Course of Empire takes its 
Way.” Timothy Dwight was one of numerous American poets who adapted 
Berkeley's theme (and echoed his language): 


Columbia, Columbia, to glory arise, 

The queen of the world, and the child of the skies! 
Thy genius commands thee; with rapture behold, 
While ages on ages thy splendors unfold. 

Thy reign is the last, and the noblest of time, 

Most fruitful thy soil, most inviting thy clime; 

Let the crimes of the east ne’er encrimson thy name; 
Be freedom, and science, and virtue, thy fame. 


As Dwight’s lines (from “Columbia” [1778?]) suggest, poetry also had an 
obligation to articulate the distinctiveness of the young nation. As a newly 
created entity, the United States stood in urgent need of definition and 
legitimation. Poetry would assign meaning to the word “America”; it would 
explain the nation to its own citizens and to the world. In making evident 
and celebrating the Republic’s special virtues, poetry would create a sense of 
national identity. It was no accident that poets ran for office and served as 
legislators, for they were intimately involved in formulating the nation. 
Poems were founding documents in meter and rhyme, belletristic analogues 
to the Declaration and the Constitution. Thomas Jefferson, author of the 
former document, also wrote an iconoclastic treatise on prosody. The transi- 
tion came naturally because Jefferson regarded poetry and the polity as com- 
plementary undertakings. 

Many people felt that poetry had the same kind of patriotic work to do in 
American culture as it had performed in the classical past. Writers wanted to 
produce a native epic that would immortalize the Republic’s achievements 
and rival the [/zad and the Aeneid; hence the proliferation of poems with “iad” 
in the title. These works traced the history of freedom from its birth in 
ancient Greece and Rome to its flowering in the New World; they detailed 
the course of American settlement; and they reviewed the climactic events of 
the struggle for independence, from the Stamp Act, through the Boston 
Massacre and Valley Forge, to the Treaty of Paris. Barlow’s was the most 
ambitious attempt at a heroic verse narrative: when he rewrote his Viszon of 
Columbus as The Columbiad, he gave it the Virgilian opening, “I sing the 
Mariner who first unfurl’d / An eastern banner o’er the western world.” 
Barlow saw his work as a corrective to the pernicious political doctrines 
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propounded by Homer and Virgil, both of whom supported monarchy and 
“have unhappily done more harm than good.” Other would-be epic poets 
contrasted their own fidelity to fact to the ancients’ addiction to overstate- 
ment. The modern epic, like the novel, professed an allegiance to “Truth”; its 
aim was to honor actual persons and occurrences. Preservation of the national 
heritage curbed the writer’s imagination. “Then hence vain fictzon from the 
deathless theme,” as Sarah Wentworth Morton put it in her Beacon Hill 
(1797), “And hence the rapt bard’s visionary dream!” 

The importance of the individual artist once again receded in such circum- 
stances. Anticipating Joel Barlow, Richard Snowden, later to achieve recogni- 
tion as a historian, published an epic titled The Columbiad; or, A Poem on the 
American War in 1795. Snowden welcomed the prospect of being overshad- 
owed by a better poet. His work appeared without his name and without a 
copyright; innocent of “all vanity as an Author, Poet, or Historian,” he 
hoped only that his slight verses on “the great events that brought about the 
American Revolution” would “prove a stimulus to some one more favoured of 
the Muses, who will undertake the arduous task, and carry it through upon a 
more extensive scale.” While keeping himself out of view, Snowden gave 
prominence to the collectivity. In thirteen cantos, one for each state, he 
managed to pay tribute to literally scores of patriots who had contributed to 
independence, from Washington and John Adams to the “valiant” Major 
Samuel Hugg. 

Besides the classics, Americans drew upon the Scriptures and English 
literature in their desire to give honorific expression to the Republic. Particu- 
larly as relations with Britain worsened, poets revived the typological narra- 
tive of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries in which Americans 
figured as a new chosen people fleeing oppression for the promised land. 
When Freneau and Hugh Henry Brackenridge collaborated on “A Poem on 
the Rising Glory of America” for the Princeton commencement of 1771, 
they concluded with a millennial prophecy of the kind heard routinely on 
this continent for one hundred and fifty years: “A Canaan here, / Another 
Canaan shall excel the old, / And from a fairer Pisgah’s top be seen.” Another 
poet, James Allen, was roused by the Boston Massacre to issue a biblical 
warning to George II: “Stay, Pharaoh, stay: that impious hand forbear, / Nor 
tempt the genius of our souls too far.” And Dwight answered the demand for 
an American epic by casting Washington as Joshua and allegorizing the 
Revolution as the Israelite Conquest of Canaan (1785). 

Dwight’s poem borrowed its heroic couplets from the Augustans and its 
exalted tone from Milton, confirming that for all its nationalistic fervor, 
native verse remained thoroughly indebted to English models. Dwight was 
perhaps more oblivious than most to the paradox involved: the original plan 
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for Greenfield Hill, his chauvinistic paean to New England rural life, called 
for him “to imitate, in the several parts, the manner of as many British 
Poets.” No one escaped the influence of Pope, whose mastery of the rhymed 
couplet inspired countless American followers. Pope’s hold was so far- 
reaching that even admirers, like a reviewer in the Monthly Anthology and 
Boston Review in 1805, protested against the prevalence of hackwork imita- 
tion: “The artisan of verses has only to resort to his work, in which . . . may 
be found every musical and every graceful phrase, which our language af- 
fords, and the manufacture of harmonious lines becomes the easiest thing 1n 
the world.” 

The overwhelming preference for the canonical in meter and rhyme went 
beyond the influence of any single writer. Americans did cultural work with 
the tools at hand, and high technique conferred some of the luster associated 
with past greatness. American verse tended to be as derivative in metrics as it 
was in subject and form. Most poets followed tradition in their adherence to 
rhymed couplets or to familiar quatrain schemes like aba6 and abba. They 
operated within the dominant metrical system of English-language verse, the 
iambic, with its alternation of unstressed and stressed syllables, and they 
employed the standard measures of four or five feet per line, the hexameter or 
the pentameter. Even when they eschewed rhyme, poets usually remained 
within the canonical discipline. Like other American imitators of Shake- 
speare, Mercy Otis Warren used blank verse in iambic pentameter to create 
her historical dramas “The Sack of Rome” and “The Ladies of Castile.” 

The group of writers known as the Connecticut Wits (also called the 
Hartford Wits) epitomized the reigning spirit of early American poetry. The 
major members were Trumbull, Dwight, Barlow, and Humphreys; lesser 
figures included Lemuel Hopkins, Richard Alsop, and Elihu Hubbard 
Smith, the friend of Charles Brockden Brown and editor of the first general 
anthology of native verse, American Poems (1793). The Wits were representa- 
tive in their very identity as a group, which gave their works, even when 
written separately, the character of a collective enterprise. In actuality, vary- 
ing combinations of them did collaborate on several poems of a topical and 
highly partisan nature: The Anarchiad (1786-7), a mock-heroic epic directed 
against Daniel Shays and the social unrest of postrevolutionary New England; 
and The Echo (1791-1805), a satire of contemporary newspaper style that 
developed into an attack on the “infidel ideas of the French Revolution.” 
Their sense of themselves as a poetic community led the Wits to compose 
verse epistles to each other (Humphreys and Dwight), to paraphrase each 
other's language, and to incorporate praise for each other in their works 
(Barlow's Viszon of Columbus). 

The Wits were public poets who sought to further the common welfare 
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through both their careers and their writings. One of them, Humphreys, was 
aide-de-camp to Washington during the Revolution, and a second, Barlow, 
gave his life to the civic realm; he died in Poland while on a diplomatic 
mission to Napoleon. All the Wits wrote patriotic and didactic verse in 
rhymed couplets, from Trumbull’s M’Fingal (1775), a Hudibrastic satire of 
the Tories (and, secondarily, of the Whig rabble); to Humphreys’s A Poem 
Addressed to the Armies of the United States of America (1780), an elevated verse 
oration designed to strengthen troop morale; to the epics of Dwight and 
Barlow. Trumbull was the first of the group to become known, with the 
publication in 1772 of Part I of The Progress of Dulness, a satire of higher 
education featuring the misadventures of a ministerial student named Tom 
Brainless. Trumbull, then a tutor at Yale, wanted the college curriculum to 
assign more weight to “useful learning” and less to unthinking idolatry of the 
classics: 


Oh! might I live to see that day, 
When sense shall point to youths their way 


Give ancient arts their real due, 
Explain their faults, and beauties too; 
Teach where to imitate, and mend, 
And point their uses and their end. 


Expanded into three parts in 1773, Trumbull’s poem also targeted clerical 
incompetence and the deficiencies of female education, which restricted 
women’s reading to “Novels and plays, (where shines display’d / A world that 
nature never made).” 

Trumbull brought out The Progress of Dulness anonymously, a patrician 
affectation he shared with several of the Wits. Dwight hedged on anonymity, 
sometimes signing his works, sometimes not; he commonly held his works 
back from publication for years after writing them, to maintain the pose of 
indifference to fame and money. With the exception of Barlow, the son of a 
Connecticut farmer, the Wits were gentlemen of letters with conservative 
politics to match. They inhabited the upper stratum of the republican, 
deferential, and relatively cohesive social order of New England in the late 
eighteenth century. This world was already showing fissures when they began 
writing, but the Wits remained loyal to its values and looked askance at such 
signs of its dissolution as individualism and the commercializing of culture. 
All save Barlow were ardent, life-long Federalists who combined a strong 
sense of regionalism with contempt for the Jeffersonians as the party of 
slaveholders and parvenus. 

These conservative sentiments were evident as early as M’Fingal, whose 
diatribes against the revolutionary mob, though uttered by a Tory, later 
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provided verbal ammunition for Federalists in their attacks on Shaysites and 
Republicans. Works like Dwight’s Greenfield Hill and Humphreys’s A Poem 
on the Industry of the United States of America (1804), celebrations of local 
customs and countryside, set forth the Wits’ vision of a static, middling 
society untroubled by capitalist development. (The “industry” in Hum- 
phreys’s title refers to toil or industriousness, not factory production.) 
Dwight hymns a Connecticut of “steady habits” and without acquisitiveness, 
in which the different ranks harmonize yet manage to remain distinct: 


Here every class (if classes those we call, 
Where one extended class embraces all, 

All mingling, as the rainbow’s beauty blends, 
Unknown where every hue begins or ends) 
Each following each, with uninvidious strife, 
Wears every feature of improving life. 


The Wits believed in a republic, not a democracy, of letters, and they 
disapproved of literary outsiders as well as of departures from neoclassical 
propriety. Humphreys, confident like his colleagues that God “ne’er de- 
sign’d, / Equal conditions for the human kind,” took a page from Pope and 
turned his wit against the intrusion of bounders into literature. In “The 
Monkey Who Shaved Himself and His Friends,” published in 1787 during 
Shays’s Rebellion, he moralizes on a creature that cuts its own gullet: 


Who cannot write, yet handle pens, 
Are apt to hurt themselves and friends. 
Though others use them well, yet fools 
Should never meddle with edge tools. 


As these examples illustrate, the Wits’ poems approximate each other in style 
and content, and differentiating between authors often seems impossible; the 
individual voice is missing. 

A writer from the period who does have an aura of individuality is Robert 
Treat Paine. The author of monodies, odes, addresses, and two well-known 
pieces commissioned by Harvard University, The Invention of Letters (1795) 
and The Ruling Passion (1797), Paine composed public verse in Popean cou- 
plets and was much admired by his contemporaries. William Cullen Bryant, 
writing some years after Paine’s death, described him as “a fine but mis- 
guided genius” whose work shows more “instances of the false sublime” than 
any other poet of the period. Bryant recognized an “exuberance of fancy” that 
struggled in Paine with his commitment to Augustan regularity. A stately, 
formal manner overlays a straining after extravagant effect. Paine’s excessive 
images seem belatedly metaphysical or — perhaps as accurately — incipiently 
Romantic. One example among many of his penchant for the overwrought 
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conceit appears in the section on foreign discord from The Ruling Passton. May 
the Atlantic forever separate America from “Europe’s storms,” Paine writes; 
or, if a convulsion should somehow send the two continents tottering toward 
each other, “May Fate the closing empires intervene, / And raise, when 
Ocean sinks, an Alps between!” 

Paine’s originality inhered less in his poetry than in his life. His contempo- 
rary fame stemmed chiefly from the perception of him as a dissolute, un- 
worldly genius. He came from a distinguished Massachusetts family — his 
father was a signer of the Declaration and an eminent jurist — and from the 
time that he was suspended from college for “abusive language,” he displayed 
an aptitude for irregular behavior that both dismayed and fascinated his 
admirers. After marrying an actress against his family’s wishes, he neglected 
and then forsook a legal career to indulge his “natural indolence” and passions 
for wine and the theater. His aristocratic manner, air of dissipation, and 
“truly poetical negligence of attire,” as his biographer termed it, made Paine 
a singular figure in turn-of-the-century Boston. Poverty and illness eventu- 
ally forced him to seek shelter in his father’s attic, where he died at thirty- 
eight, the casualty, friends believed, of his artistic sensibility. 

Paine was America’s first poete maudit, a forerunner of Edgar Allan Poe, and 
he performed two symbolic — albeit antithetical — functions in the culture. 
Most obviously, he confirmed the republican prejudice against the arts as 
impractical. Lacking all those qualities of industriousness the new nation 
prized — “no sense of duty, no desire of usefulness, no ambition of renown, 
could reinspire his inveterate inaction,” exclaimed his biographer — Paine’s 
example served as a warning against the danger of becoming an artist. The 
community had simply to look at him to be reassured about the greater social 
value of other careers. 

Against this monitory role, one has to set the perception of Paine as an 
aristocrat of the spirit. His persona revealed the gentlemanly amateur mutat- 
ing into the Romantic renegade, the two images united by their common 
distance from the material concerns of business civilization. The patriciate 
clearly had a stake in American culture’s hospitableness to such a figure. The 
investment here was quite literal: Paine enjoyed the patronage of the 
Brahmin class long after he had forfeited any reasonable claim to it. Their 
institutions paid handsomely for his work: fifteen hundred dollars from 
Harvard for The Invention of Letters and seven hundred and fifty from the 
Massachusetts Charitable Fire Society for a Federalist song, “Adams and 
Liberty” (1798). Paine “proved” that the United States, even as it moved 
inexorably toward the democratic market society of the nineteenth century, 
could produce sensitive, eccentric artists who dwelt at a higher level of being 
than ordinary persons. “If those,” his biographer wrote, “who ascend Parnas- 
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sus, experience a keenness of pleasure, which none but poets know, it is to be 
presumed that they experience a keenness of sorrow, which none but poets 
feel.” The elite saw in Paine a poetic analogue to their sense of themselves as a 
superior class — a class that held itself aloof from the scramble for gain 
overtaking the Republic. They needed him all the more because America, 
unlike Britain, could boast no actual aristocracy, and because they were 
proving no more immune than any other group to the lure of the market. 
Paine’s poet as spiritual aristocrat represented the negative image of what his 
society was evolving into; but it was an image in which a segment of that 
society found self-justification. 

Paine’s “romantic,” alienated persona, the inverse of his functional public 
writings, was one of several incarnations of the poet to debut in this era. 
Another was the professional, or rather, the would-be professional. Although 
few poets in England or America have ever lived off their writings alone, 
several in the early Republic tried to be as businesslike as possible about their 
art. Barlow was an anomaly among the Wits in this as he was in his politics 
and religious beliefs: a convert to radicalism and deism who shocked his 
former friends by supporting the French Revolution, he eventually became a 
celebrant of free-market economics. Barlow was determined to turn his po- 
ems into marketable commodities. He campaigned for the Connnecticut 
copyright law, the nation’s first, and strongly backed the movement to give 
literature the status of private property. Protection for authors was impera- 
tive, he argued, in a country without “Gentlemen of fortune sufficient to 
enable them to spend a whole life in study, or enduce others to do it by their 
patronage.” 

In fact, Barlow’s career demonstrated the persistence of the patronage 
system and the futility, even the impossibility, of commodifying verse. He 
had to spend over four years drumming up subscribers for his Vzszon of 
Columbus before he could secure enough advance orders to risk going into 
print. The poem’s dedication and list of buyers reveal the mixture of aristo- 
cratic and communal elements in this method of publication. The book was 
dedicated “To His Most Christian Majesty, Louis the Sixteenth, King of 
France and Navarre,” who agreed to take twenty-five copies — a most incon- 
gruous sponsor for a work of fervent republicanism. The complete subscrip- 
tion list figuratively encompassed almost the entire nation, in effect making 
the Republic the patron of The Vision of Columbus: in addition to Washington, 
768 friends of native culture ordered copies in advance, including Franklin, 
Lafayette, Alexander Hamilton, Thomas Paine, Aaron Burr, and 117 officers 
from the revolutionary army, listed according to state. Twenty years later, a 
fortune made in land speculation enabled Barlow to act as his own patron. He 
spent lavishly to publish his revised and expanded epic in a handsome, 
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illustrated edition. The Columbiad appeared without subscribers and was 
dedicated magnanimously to “my country,” but at a prohibitive price of 
twenty dollars a copy, it underscored the unmarketability of poetry. 

An even more interesting departure from neoclassical models of the bard 
was David Hitchcock, who like Barlow came from a nonpatrician back- 
ground. Hitchcock was a shoemaker with little formal education, and he 
signified fresh possibilities for the culture. In general, one could say that 
whereas nineteenth-century poets like Emily Dickinson and Walt Whitman 
derived inspiration from archaic and popular forms, in the more deferential 
eighteenth century the movement was in the opposite direction, with influ- 
ence filtering downward from the elite to less established figures. Hitchcock 
constituted a partial exception to this state of affairs. He brought the issue of 
class into American poetry. The Poetical Works of David Hitchcock: Containing 
the Shade of Plato, Knight and Quack, and the Subtlety of Foxes (1806) sparked a 
controversy with the Boston critical establishment over the propriety of 
admitting artisans into the republic of letters. These initial poems gave scant 
reason for offense: written in conventional rhymed couplets, they espoused 
socially conservative opinions that might have been uttered by the Wits. 
Hitchcock exhibited only one of the usual symptoms of artisan radicalism. In 
a preface attributed to the publisher but probably written by Hitchcock 
himself, he insists on his right to express his thoughts in verse despite the 
condescending objections of those who advised him “to throw away his pen, 
and stick to his /ast.” Uninhibited by gentlemanly pretensions, Hitchcock 
was candid about wanting to supplement his income as a shoemaker with 
earnings from his poems. “He appears only to wish, that the joint labours of 
his head and hands, may procure him a comfortable subsistence.” 

At this point, Hitchcock represented not so much an original voice as a 
new presence in American writing, a prophecy of the more democratic cul- 
ture of the antebellum period, and the literary elite moved quickly to put 
him in his place. A reviewer for the Monthly Anthology, possibly the same 
writer who a year earlier had reproved the “artisans of verses” spawned by 
Pope, took exception to the sudden promiscuity of the muses. Inspiration 
once reserved for refined minds “nourished by solitary thought and unbroken 
study” was now being felt at the workbench, to the discredit of poetry. 
“What mysterious connexion, what secret analogy there is, between stitching 
shoes and making verses, we are at a loss to discover.” Because “rhapsodist,” 
the technical Greek term for a reciter of epic poetry, comes from the word for 
sewing or stitching together, one can only surmise that the reviewer was 
making a private joke — a joke that would have been appreciated by his 
classics-educated readers but presumably missed by an autodidact like Hitch- 
cock, thus reemphasizing the shoemaker’s unfitness to poeticize. In any case, 


POETRY 603 


the battle was joined over deference and democratic self-assertion. The clash 
reenacted the fictional strife between Captain Farrago and Teague O'Regan in 
Hugh Henry Brackenridge’s Modern Chivalry, where the captain invokes the 
same snobbish principle as Hitchcock’s detractors in quashing his servant's 
social aspirations: “Let the cobbler stick to his last.” 

Hitchcock had no intention of allowing the Monthly Anthology to speak the 
last word, and this time he did strike a fresh note in his poems, both in 
technique and in articulating the excluded viewpoint, that of the bogtrotter 
Teague or Humphreys’s monkey (or Pope’s dunces). Six years later he was 
back in print with The Soczal Monitor, a “poetical dictionary” containing 
versified definitions of concepts like “Happiness,” “Liberty,” and “Hob- 
bling,” the last a term of opprobrium used by the Anthology men to censure 
authors they considered upstarts. In witty, fluent lines, Hitchcock presents 
himself as a stodgy defender of the status quo, and he feigns horror at the 
“hobblers” pushing their way into all professions, but most scandalously into 
letters, “the grand market of refinement.” The result, he complains, will be 
to degrade literature and overturn the social order: 


Suppose, for once, the following case: 
“Young Crisp, the cobbler’s wrote a book:” 
His chums begin to stare and look: 

“He ne’er knew how to spe// nor read: 

A strange phenomenon! indeed 


Learning? ’tis all a cheat; a joke! 


Crisp here has wrote a book, you see; 
We've got some wit as well as he; 
Like him, we'll quit our menial call, 
Abandon J/eather, last, and awl, 
Throw off our ordinary dress, 

And cut across lots to the press.” 


“Hobbling” registers a subversive eruption of popular speech into rhymed 
iambic tetrameter. The poem exemplifies the aesthetic insubordination it 
pretends to upbraid by conferring legitimacy on the colloquial voice. Al- 
though the lower-class speakers’ words appear safely enclosed in quotation 
marks, their point of view spills over into the text as a whole and discredits 
the guardians of literature as pompous and hysterical. 

Hitchcock’s notes and preface eschewed irony to accuse the Anthology men 
of setting themselves up as cultural dictators. He appealed beyond them to 
democracy and to the marketplace — to precisely those forces that genteel 
critics saw as impeding the growth of American letters. Even hobbling 
authors, he said, “have their freedom in common with their countrymen”; 


b) 


604 REVOLUTIONARY AND EARLY NATIONAL PERIODS 


they are entitled to write books and let the public decide whether to buy or 
not. Although little is known of Hitchcock’s career, he apparently rested the 
case for his own poetry with the popular audience and had the satisfaction of 
meeting with some success. None of his books had to be published by the 
exclusive subscription method, and at least one of them, The Soczal Monitor, 
sold well enough to go into a second edition in 1814. 

Another poet who broke with tradition, though in some ways remaining 
extremely conventional, was the slave Phillis Wheatley. The most impor- 
tant African-American artist of her time, Wheatley presents a series of 
paradoxes. Her marginalized status as a slave marked her off from contempo- 
rary white writers, but it also heightened certain of her affinities with 
them, and it simultaneously authorized a degree of self-assertion that con- 
founded republican custom. The discouragement of individualism character- 
istic of eighteenth-century authorship applied to Wheatley with special 
force. Far from being a self-owning individualist, she literally belonged to 
someone else, John Wheatley, a prosperous Boston merchant whose wife 
Susanna taught the young slave girl to read and write not long after she was 
purchased in 1761. Even her surname was not her own possession but that 
of her master, and she was given her Christian name for the slave ship, the 
Phillis, that transported her to America. 

Wheatley had to “speak” through the subvention of whites in order to 
speak at all. Because she had no property or legal identity of her own, she was 
completely dependent on others to get her poems into print. Her first and 
only book, Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (1773), had all the 
earmarks of clientship: besides being published by subscription and dedi- 
cated to an English noblewoman, the Countess of Huntingdon, it appeared 
with an attestation to Wheatley’s authorship signed by her master and seven- 
teen prominent Bostonians, including Thomas Hutchinson, James Bowdoin, 
and John Hancock. Even more than her white compatriots, Wheatley had 
need of the validation of the canonical, and she closely patterned her work on 
prevailing forms and styles. The thirty-nine poems were overwhelmingly 
epideictic (that is, poems of praise) and were derivative in technique, with 
Pope as the principal influence. The majority were written to commemorate 
deaths, and just two, “On Virtue” and “To the University of Cambridge in 
New-England,” departed from rhyme for blank verse. 

Where Wheatley stood apart was in her insistent emphasis on her own 
singularity and in her attitude toward her poetry as a potential source of 
income. She turned the signs of her diminished autonomy, her bondage and 
blackness, into affirmations of uniqueness, and she used her race in particular 
to publicize and sell her verses. Even in the Poems on Various Subjects, written 
while she was still a slave, the tokens of her identity are everywhere: in the 
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engraving of her, seated at a writing desk, on the frontispiece; in the identifi- 
cation of her on the title page as “Phillis Wheatley, Negro Servant to Mr. 
John Wheatley, of Boston, in New England”; in the attestation that “PHIL- 
LIS, a young Negro Girl,” was the actual author; and in the dozens of poems 
that call attention to her African origins, often with a muted but unmistak- 
able sense of racial pride. 

These promotional devices achieved their purpose: Wheatley, technically a 
nonperson, whose very name on the title page was not her own, had an 
international reputation exceeding that of any American poet before William 
Cullen Bryant. Moreover, after her manumission forced her to become self- 
supporting in 1773, she took an active role in the sale of her book. She 
petitioned booksellers, sold copies herself, and advertised in newspapers, 
always mentioning her race. Puffing Phillis Wheatley was also promulgating 
the idea of black worth, and as she continued to write poems throughout the 
decade, Wheatley became more outspoken on behalf of liberty, championing 
the American cause and associating it with that of her oppressed people. Nor 
was she afraid to indict the hypocrisy of those who resisted British tyranny 
while holding slaves, as in her elegy “On the Death of General Wooster” 
(1777), where she imagines the patriot’s final apostrophe: 


But how, presumptuous shall we hope to find 
Divine acceptance with th’ Almighty mind — 
While yet, O deed ungenerous! they disgrace 
And hold in bondage Afric’s blameless race? 
Let virtue reign — And thou accord our prayers 
Be victory ours, and generous freedom theirs. 


The tragedy of Phillis Wheatley was that the historical movement toward 
political and economic freedom proved disastrous for both her life and her 
art. The deaths of her former master and mistress deprived her of well- 
connected benefactors, and her marriage in 1778 to a free black, John Peters, 
plunged her into indigence. The next year she advertised for subscribers to a 
second volume of poems, this one to be dedicated to a self-made American 
legend, Benjamin Franklin, with whom Wheatley must have felt some kin- 
ship. The “Proposals,” describing her as a “vara avis in terra” and soliciting 
orders to “fan the sacred fire which is self-kindled in the breast of this young 
African,” attracted little support. With the war on, and without wealthy 
backers, Wheatley no longer had the option of testing English interest — her 
previous book had originally been published in London — and the projected 
collection never materialized; twenty-eight of the thirty-three announced 
titles are presumed lost. A few more poems reached print in broadside and in 
newspapers during her lifetime, and the Poems on Various Subjects was reissued 
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at least five times between 1786 and 1793. But Wheatley herself got nothing 
from these editions: she had died impoverished in 1784 at the age of thirty- 
one, a year after the American colonies won their independence. 

Wheatley has fared better in literary history than she did in the postrevolu- 
tionary United States. Even before her death, she became a cultural symbol in 
the widening controversy over slavery and race. Although she has had un- 
friendly critics, readers who dismissed her verse as proof of black mental 
inferiority — Thomas Jefferson, as we shall see, was the most prominent 
detractor — she also has had articulate defenders both black and white, and 
has been held up as the founding “mother” of an indigenous tradition of black 
literature. Washington, Benjamin Rush, and the novelist Gilbert Imlay 
praised her warmly in the eighteenth century, and Evert Duyckinck, the 
antebellum critic and anthologist who was a friend of Melville's, commended 
her work in 1856 (with a punning reference to Alexander Pope) as a “respect- 
able imitation of the Papal strains.” African Americans adopted Wheatley as 
a legitimating forerunner whose example encouraged them to write. George 
Moses Horton paid her the tribute of binding the 1838 reissue of his Poems: 
By a Slave (1829) together with her work. And her contemporary Jupiter 
Hammon acknowledged Wheatley’s preeminence as early as 1778 when he 
chose her as the subject of a broadside, “An ADDRESS to Miss Phillis 
Wheatly [szc}], Ethiopian Poetess, in Boston.” 

Wheatley was actually the second African American to publish verse; Ham- 
mon, aslave in Long Island, New York, was the first. (Lucy Terry’s ballad “Bars 
Fight” was composed in 1746 but not transcribed until the nineteenth cen- 
tury.) Hammon wrote in a pietistic and accommodationist vein. His pieces, 
often highly paraphrastic of the Bible, urge acceptance of Christ and never 
explicitly question slavery, and he acknowledges his master at the beginning or 
end of every poem. In the “ADDRESS,” he praises Wheatley for having 
embraced the word of God. It is not known whether the idea for this poem 
originated with Hammon or with his master; arguably, its affirmation of black 
unity gets muffled in its preoccupation with the solidarity of the saints. But is 
it not possible to detect a note of criticism toward the race of owners in 
Hammon’s emphasis on how “God’s tender mercy set thee free”? Does not the 
poem suggest a contrast between the motives of those who abducted Wheatley 
from Africa for profit and the religious faith she discovered in Boston “{w]orth 
all the gold in Spain”? Is not Christianity, with its implication that black souls 
are as dear to God as white ones, a reproof to slaveholders? Wheatley herself 
condemns her compatriots on these grounds, and some white female poets 
were beginning to express a pietistic and sentimental egalitarianism that later 
abolitionists would mobilize effectively against slavery. 

Scores of women wrote poetry in the early Republic, and most observed 
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the social and literary conventions of their male counterparts. They published 
anonymously or modestly hid behind Latinate pseudonyms suggesting both 
classical republicanism and superior status — three favorites were Amelia, 
Fidelia, and Constantia — and they composed verse to each other in a display 
of mutual encouragement and support. One finds the usual disclaimers of 
ambition that appeared in the novel. Sarah Morton, known to readers by her 
pen name “Philenia, a Lady of Boston,” says in her “Apology” for Beacon Hill 
that she never allows writing to distract her “from one occupation,” the 
caring for others that her position as wife and mother “renders obligatory.” 
But no more than with the novel did such protests prevent women from 
putting themselves forward as authors. A mother and her daughter, Ann 
Eliza Bleecker and Margaretta V. Faugeres, published a volume containing 
poems and prose pieces by both of them, as if to insist on the importance of 
their familial or domestic identities while simultaneously affirming their 
right to speak in public. The genderless nature of authorship also gave license 
to speak. As Morton states about her temerity in meeting “the public eye,” 
she was emboldened to publish by “the idea, that an author should be 
considered of no sex, and that the individual must be lost in the writer.” 

Many women offered poetic homage to politics and the public sphere. In 
heroic couplets or otherwise familiar rhyme schemes, they sang of exploits in 
an arena from which they themselves were barred. A poem on the British 
revenue acts of the 1760s turns this exclusion into good-natured but tren- 
chant humor. In “The Female Patriots. Address’d to the Daughters of Liberty 
in America, 1768,” Milcah Martha Moore enjoins her countrywomen to 
stiffen the resolve of their “degenerate” men by boycotting tea, paper, and 
other commodities. Should the men, offended at their meddling tn politics, 
“tell us to hush, / We can throw back the satire, by biding them blush.” 
Mercy Otis Warren, in a poem she composed at the outbreak of armed 
hostilities, takes as her explicit theme the necessity of subordinating private 
and domestic matters to the common good. In “To Fidelio, Long Absent on 
the Great Public Cause, Which Agitated All America, In 1776,” she pro- 
fesses love for her husband, General James Warren, but declares her willing- 
ness to yield him to the state: “The times demand exertions of the kind, / A 
Patriot zeal must warm the female mind.” 

Other pieces by female poets contested or even inverted customary binaries 
by addressing social and political issues from the vantage of the home. 
Several women wrote of the plight of slaves or other dispossessed groups in 
verses suffused with the sentimentality that flourished in the early novel. 
These works retained a belief in poetry’s functionality, but they sought to 
enlist readers for humanitarian reform by making them feel for the sufferings 
of others. They appealed to the private sphere of the emotions and domestic- 
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ity to solve problems afflicting the public world of men. Challenging the 
cultural dominance of civic humanism, the sentimental ethos elevated affect 
over reason, the closet over the forum, and self-indulgence over self- 
suppression. 

The appearance of this strain in a traditional genre like poetry, as opposed 
to the more modern novel, was further evidence of the inroads made by 
liberal thought. The sentimentalist outlook undermined the hierarchical 
assumptions of republican ideology, for it extended the category of the fully 
human to persons consigned to the margins: the poor, nonwhites, women 
and children. Sentimentalism declared that these devalued beings were as 
worthy of concern as the privileged readers of verse. Morton wrote a widely 
reprinted antislavery poem, “The African Chief” (1792), encouraging tearful 
identification with the victims of injustice. After comparing a rebellious 
slave to George Washington and other heroes of liberty, she calls upon white 
readers to renounce the temperamental coldness of their race: 


While the hard race of pallid hue, 
Unpracticed in the power to feel, 
Resign him to the murderous crew, 
The horrors of the quivering wheel, 


Let sorrow bathe each blushing cheek, 
Bend piteous o’er the tortured slave, 

Whose wrongs compassion cannot speak, 
Whose only refuge was the grave. 


Morton was also the author of a verse narrative sympathetic to Native Ameri- 
cans, Ouabi; or the Virtues of Nature (1790); and Susanna Rowson composed an 
“Ode to Sensibility” in which the disposition to “Exult in other’s joys — or 
bleed at other’s woe” is what separates men and women from “unfeeling 
brutes.” 

Rowson’s Miscellaneous Poems (1804) oscillates between public, hortatory 
verse and a transposition into poetry of the “female” concerns of sentimental 
fiction. One of the salient features of the book is its multiplicity of styles and 
voices: whereas many pieces are epideictic and patriotic, colored by Rowson’s 
Federalist politics, others celebrate the emotions and espouse an equivocal 
but genuine feminism. “Maria. Not a Fiction” is literally a versified novel, 
protesting its truthfulness like any other seduction narrative and imploring 
the reader to “drop a silent tear” for the heroine. Two other poems, “Rights of 
Woman” and “Women As They Are,” fluctuate between assertion of female 
independence and submission to gender orthodoxy. “May I presume to speak? 
and though uncommon, / Stand forth the champion of the rights of woman?” 
Rowson asks in the first; the second calls for improvement in female educa- 
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tion. Though Rowson concurs on this latter point with Mary Wollstonecraft 
(whose works her titles deliberately echo), she distances herself from the 
radicalism of her more daring contemporary. Both Rowson poems ultimately 
come to the temperate conclusion that “woman’s proper sphere’ is the home. 

Rowson herself, of course, gained fame in the public world of print, and 
the real evidence of female individuality in her verse is its technical range and 
sophistication, proof of her own learning in poetic tradition and of her 
seriousness as a writer. A willingness to experiment, to play with formal and 
stylistic conventions, distinguishes the Mzsce/laneous Poems from the work of 
most American poets of the time. Rowson seems to have taken the freedom of 
the Pindaric ode as inspiration for what she calls “Irregular Poems,” composi- 
tions in which she changes rhyme scheme, employs different metrical lines, 
and varies stanzaic length. In an ode written on John Adams’s birthday, she 
stretches the acceptable bounds of the Pindaric, weaving blank verse amongst 
the odal stanzas and refusing to settle into a pattern. Skilled touches unex- 
pectedly enliven a popular song like “America, Commerce and Freedom,” 
which switches from rhymed hexameter in the eight-line stanzas to pentame- 
ter and internal rhymes in the refrain. Rowson circumvents neoclassical 
etiquette in a form presumably as standardized as the sonnet. She reaches 
back to the Renaissance for her models and opts for the flexible and uneven 
over the polished. By the late eighteenth century, the convention of the 
fourteen-line sonnet had been established for almost two centuries; an imita- 
tive poet like David Humphreys follows it faithfully in his sonnets on civic 
themes. Rowson, in contrast, persists 1n using the term in its archaic mean- 
ing of “little song,” and the sonnets in her volume vary in length from eight 
to thirteen lines. 

The writer whose work best exemplifies the contrary tendencies of early 
American verse is Philip Freneau. Efforts to explain away the inconsistencies 
in Freneau’s biography and poetry have been unavailing for the very good 
reason that his contradictions were those of the age. Devotion to the common- 
weal warred in him with an individualistic spirit, intent upon private needs 
and satisfactions. For much of his life, Freneau was an ardent revolutionary 
and Jeffersonian partisan committed to the idea that art should serve the 
Republic; the bulk of his writing is didactic and politically engaged. Illustra- 
tions span his poetic career, from “The Political Litany” of 1775, asking 
deliverance “From a kingdom that bullies, and hectors, and swears”; to the 
angry broadside on his mistreatment by his captors at sea, “The British 
Prison Ship” (1781); to the satires and odes of the 1790s, when as a Republi- 
can journalist he lacerated Federalist policy and supported the French Revolu- 
tion (see, for example, the “Ode” beginning “God save the Rights of Man!” 
{1795}, a thrust at pro-British conservatives); to pieces written in the new 
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century to eulogize Thomas Paine or cheer on his compatriots in the War of 
1812. Freneau’s versification shuns innovation and is of a piece with his 
communal emphasis; save for a few poetic dialogues, he writes exclusively in 
easily accessible rhyme. 

Other verses by Freneau diverge so radically in subject and point of view 
that were it not for the continuity in rhyme, they scarcely would seem to 
issue from the same pen. Just as he physically absented himself from the civic 
realm at critical intervals, withdrawing to the West Indies on the eve of the 
Revolution and to the sea for seven years after the war ended, so in his art 
Freneau periodically turns away from public life to sing of personal self- 
fulfillment and the emancipated imagination. The attraction to retirement in 
such poems is not Horatian or classical republican but privatizing and proto- 
Romantic. The model lies in nature, in the seclusion of “The Wild Honey 
Suckle” (1786): 


By Nature’s self in white arrayed, 
She bade thee shun the vulgar eye, 
And planted here the guardian shade, 
And sent soft waters murmuring by. 


Politics looms here as the bane of poetry rather than its mainspring. “The 
Beauties of Santa Cruz,” composed in the historically momentous year of 
1776, finds Freneau culling “bright Fancy’s flowers,” while he leaves it to 
others to “Repel the Tyrant.” Twelve years later, at the height of debate on 
the Constitution, he rebels against the imagination’s duty to be useful. “An 
Can no 
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age employed in edging steel,” he complains in “To an Author, 
poetic raptures feel.” 

Freneau’s preoccupation with death bridges his public and private verse 
and marks the moment in American poetry when mortality begins to shed 
the communal importance it held for earlier writers and to assume the 
intensely personal coloring it acquired in the nineteenth century. Many of 
Freneau’s poems pay tribute to deceased leaders like Washington and Frank- 
lin or glorify the soldiers who fell in America’s wars with Britain. In these 
elegies, where the Republic affirms itself through recognition of its heroes, 
the dominant note is patriotic and social; the voice speaking belongs to the 
first person plural, as in the final lines of “To the Memory of the Brave 
Americans” (1781): “We trust they find a happier land, / A brighter sunshine 
of their own.” Elsewhere Freneau conceives of death as a refuge from corpo- 
rate commitment, from a world in which “rigid Reason” and didacticism 
subjugate the muse. In his gothic verse narrative “The House of Night” 
(1779), morbidity fixates the poet independently of its putative instructional 
value. The superimposed religious moral is overshadowed by fascinated talk 
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“Of coffins, shrouds, and horrors of a tomb”; the poem’s force resides in its 
graphic image of death as a character expiring on the couch. “The Indian 
Burial Ground” (1787) specifies death’s appeal for Freneau: “And Reason’s 
self shall bow the knee / To shadows and delusions here.” Fancy, banished 
from an America bent on nation building, holds sway in the grave, and 
death, which is the extinction of personhood, paradoxically becomes the site 
where the poet can be expressive and realize his individuality. 

Freneau chose a dead man for his persona when he set forth his views on 
authorship in 1786, criticizing much of the preprofessionalism that turned 
writers into supplicants and kept American letters from gaining respect. In an 
essay supposedly written by the “late” Robert Slender, “a stocking and tape 
weaver by trade,” he argues forcefully for the dignity and independence of the 
literary calling. He elevates the “original author” above the gentleman scholar, 
deprecates subscription publishing, and heaps contempt on patronage and 
dedications, practices that “were first invented by slaves, and have been contin- 
ued by fools and sycophants.” Poets may be beggars, Freneau admits, but they 
need not be servile; instead they can follow the example of Slender — or, one 
might add, of the actual artisan—poet David Hitchcock — and earn their bread 
by weaving stockings as well as writing verse. 

In Freneau’s own case, five volumes of poetry published in his lifetime and a 
national reputation as the “Poet of the Revolution” failed to bring him evena 
modicum of financial security. In his last years he was reduced to working as a 
common laborer on the public roads. What especially incensed him was that 
the American who finally made literature profitable, Washington Irving, 
succeeded by engaging in the very forms of flattery that brought authorship 
into disgrace. Whereas Freneau himself was “earning fifty cents a week,” as he 
relates in “To a New-England Poet” (1823), Irving prospered abroad and 
became a best-selling author at home by fawning on British nobles and “forget- 
ting Zzmes of seventy-six.” For the American writer desiring popularity among 
his compatriots, Freneau comments bitterly, there is no more effective market- 
ing strategy than the aristocratic aura of acceptance by the English: 


Dear Bard, I pray you, take the hint, 
In England what you write and print, 
Republished here in shop, or stall, 
Will perfectly enchant us all: 
It will assume a different face, 
And post your name at every place. 


The step from Freneau to America’s first Romantic poet, William Cullen 
Bryant, is a short one, not merely because Bryant sings of nature and death, 
but also because he remained devoted to the writer’s public role both in his 


612 REVOLUTIONARY AND EARLY NATIONAL PERIODS 


life and in his work. Indeed, a case could be made that of the two authors, 
Bryant was the more oriented toward the community. After several years of 
practicing law, he became a journalist and the editor of the New York Evening 
Post, actively supporting liberal causes in the half century he served the 
newspaper. Bryant’s career contained no unaccountable flights from public 
affairs, and his poetry, early and late, exhibits qualities in common with the 
most civic-minded early American verse. Besides his monodies and his scores 
of poems on current events, there are nationalistic pieces such as the one 
commissioned by Harvard’s Phi Beta Kappa Society and read at the com- 
mencement of 1821. “The Ages” seems a reversion to the epics of the 
revolutionary generation. In Spenserian (regular nine-line rhyming) stanzas, 
the poem surveys the progress of human freedom from its origin in the 
ancient republics to its culmination in the United States; though the piece is 
seldom read today, Bryant thought so well of it that he placed it first in all 
collected volumes of his poems. At age thirteen, when he still shared his 
father’s Federalist politics, he even wrote a satire imitative of the Wits. 
Bryant’s earliest publication, The Embargo; or, Sketches of the Times (1808), uses 
neoclassical couplets to hurl invective at President Jefferson for destroying 
New England’s commerce while reclining in the arms of his “sable” mistress. 

Almost all of Bryant’s innovative verse appeared in the slim book published 
in 1821 as the Poems of William Cullen Bryant, and here too, at least on the level 
of theme, one finds little emphasis on individual as opposed to collective 
values. To be sure, poems like the “Inscription for the Entrance to a Wood” 
celebrate nature as a sanctuary from societal cares. Unlike Freneau, however, 
Bryant cherishes the natural world as a source of moral truths and spiritual 
renewal, not as an escape from communal responsibility. In “The Yellow 
Violet,” the humble flower admonishes those who forget their friends in their 
“climb to wealth”; the bird’s solitary flight in “To a Waterfowl” imparts “the 
lesson” that a benign Providence oversees every person’s life. In generalized, 
stately diction, Bryant adopts the voice of a public teacher interpreting na- 
ture’s meaning for his readers. The slightly later piece “A Forest Hymn” 
(1825) moves from description of a peaceful grove to reflections on the Deity in 
a summary statement of the physical environment’s significance: 


.. . Be it ours to meditate, 

In these calm shades, thy milder majesty, 
And to the beautiful order of thy works 
Learn to conform the order of our lives. 


The paradoxes behind Bryant’s didactic poetic persona are multiple; they 
start with his politics and extend to his versification. In his editorials for the 
Evening Post, he was a vocal champion of laissez-faire capitalism and backed 
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the Jacksonian campaign to liberate private enterprise from customary restric- 
tions. Among his poems is an elegy for William Leggett, his assistant editor 
on the Post and perhaps the foremost advocate of free trade in the antebellum 
era. Bryant’s writings on poetic technique reveal a similar outspokenness 
against traditional restraint and in favor of individual initiative. In his severe 
critical assessment “Early American Verse” (1818), he faults his predecessors 
for shunning personal feelings and practicing an unbroken “monotony of 
versification.” The essay titled “On Trisyllabic Feet in Iambic Measure,” 
published in 1819 but drafted as early as 1811, near the end of the reign of 
neoclassical models, calls for a “literary revolution” against Pope in expressly 
political language. It is time, Bryant says, to release native poetry from its 
bondage to the unvaried iambic or “see-saw” of rhymed heroic verse. He 
praises blank verse as freer and more natural than rhyme, and he demands “a 
greater license in prosody” to permit occasional irregularities such as feet of 
three syllables in poems of iambic measure. Throughout, he sees himself as 
translating the principles of American politics into art, just as free-trade 
liberals believed they were carrying the Revolution into the economy. 

Bryant’s masterpiece “Thanatopsis” best illustrates the complex mixture of 
loyalties in his thought. Originally published in 1817, the poem initiates the 
Romantic movement in American verse and was perceived as doing so by 
contemporaries like Bryant’s friend, Richard Henry Dana, Sr., who ex- 
claimed upon first reading it, “That [poem] was never written on this side of 
the water.” “Thanatopsis” (the title means meditation on death) reflects 
Bryant’s familiarity with the English landmarks of the new school, particu- 
larly William Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads (1798). In its tone and versifica- 
tion, and to a lesser degree, in its non-Christian credo, the poem announces 
itself as a departure from the past. A soothing voice invites “communion” 
with nature’s forms and offers philosophical consolation in the face of death, 
the promise of brotherhood with the millions who “since first / The flight of 
years began, have laid them down / In their last sleep.” The voice speaks in 
blank verse, without the “restraint . . . [of} rhyme,” and is conversational 
and prosaic, ground-breaking developments for a major American poem. 
Violation of the metrical smoothness inspired by Pope occurs early on, a first 
line in strict tambic pentameter being followed by a second with a trisyllabic 
foot. (“Td him who if the love of Nature hélds / Communion with hér visible 
forms, she spéaks.” Trumbull or Dwight would have contracted “vis’ble” 
into two syllables with an elision; Wordsworth, on the other hand, had been 
dispensing with contractions for two decades.) 

A question exists about whether the words of the poem emanate from 
nature or from the bard. Intended or not, this ambiguity is revealing: it 
points to a conflation of the human and the natural. This merging occurs not 
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just because the voice suggests a man speaking to other men in everyday, 
“natural” tones, but also because Bryant conceptualizes man as detached from 
external appendages. His speaker is man in his denuded essence, man cut free 
from both aesthetic and social entanglements. On the very threshold of the 
so-called take-off phase of American history, Bryant forges a free poetic 
subject holding forth untrammeled by the artifice of neoclassical convention 
and seemingly liberated from historical and communal ties. “Thanatopsis” 
naturalizes — makes appear normative and inevitable — the autonomous indi- 
vidual needed to carry forward the social and economic revolution of the 
antebellum era, the individual who in fact was a product of history and until 
recently had seen himself, above all, as a member of the community. 

What should be immediately evident is that Bryant’s announced theme of 
death’s consolations clashes with, or compensates for, the ideological thrust 
of his tonal informality. Whereas his poetic technique works to entrench self- 
reliance, the unencumbered subject of “Thanatopsis” preaches the impor- 
tance of the collectivity. The poem’s speaker, as if to acknowledge that he 
clings to an obsolete ideal, transfers the hope of solidarity from social life to 
the grave. Among the living, community disintegrates; not even the cere- 
mony of death binds men together any longer: 


So shalt thou rest, and what if thou withdraw 
In silence from the living, and no friend 
Take note of thy departure? 


Consolation, according to Bryant’s speaker, lies in the thought of mingling 
with “The innumerable caravan, which moves / To that mysterious realm.” 
The poem movingly envisages a diverse humanity surrendering its differences 
in the unity of the grave: 


All that breathe 
Will share thy destiny. The gay will laugh 
When thou art gone, the solemn brood of care 
Plod on, and each one as before will chase 
His favorite phantom; yet all these shall leave 
Their mirth and their employments, and shall come 
And make their bed with thee. As the long train 
Of ages glides away, the sons of men, 
The youth in life’s fresh spring, and he who goes 
In the full strength of years, matron and maid, 
The speechless babe, and the gray-headed man — 
Shall one by one be gathered to thy side, 
By those, who in their turn shall follow them. 


Bryant's reliance in “Thanatopsis” on archaic forms of address, a striking 
characteristic of his work generally, reinforces the anti-individualistic moral. 
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Plentiful “thees,” “thys,” and “thous” evoke an intimacy vanished from the 
present and suggest a willed assertion of community in a world where people 
do not know each other. The hints of Quakerism are a nostalgic affectation, 
not a religious principle. The opening line of “Inscription for the Entrance to 
a Wood,” “Stranger, if thou hast learned a truth which needs,” captures the 
pathos as well as the incongruity of the poet’s addressing unknown persons in 
familiar terms. 

Bryant was never a professional author like his contemporaries Irving and 
Cooper, although he too eventually enjoyed international recognition. Even 
the dramatist John Howard Payne, who struggled in vain to live by his 
writing, had a firmer sense of literature as a business. There was something 
out-of-date about Bryant as a poet, in spite of his progressive politics. He 
kept his literary activities subordinate to his career as a journalist and per- 
sisted in treating verse as an avocation. (He had sound reason for this: four 
years after its publication, the 1821 Poems had netted him a scant $14.21.) 
His poetry ceased to explore new directions, and he never again matched the 
originality of his first book. Although he continued to write public art, 
Bryant came to feel that poetry had little relevance for the rapidly industrializ- 
ing, market society of the nineteenth century. As he wrote to Dana in 1833, 
poems were simply not valued in the modern world: 


After all, poetic wares are not in the market of the present day. Poetry may get 
praised in the newspapers, but no man can make money by it, for the simple reason 
that nobody cares a fig for it. The taste for it is something old fashioned, the march 
of the age is in another direction — mankind are concerned with politics, railroads 
and steamboats. 


Bryant’s words are accurate and telling, not about poetry itself — Whitman, 
after all, wrote great poems about technology — but rather as a revelation of 
the backward-looking disposition that came to dominate his verse. 

From the Wits to Bryant would be one way to encapsulate the new 
direction in American poetry; from Elihu Hubbard Smith to Samuel Kettell 
would be another. As already noted, Smith was the editor of the first anthol- 
ogy of native verse printed in the United States, American Poems (1793). 
Thirty-five years later, Kettell would edit a collection entitled Specimens of 
American Poetry, with Critical and Biographical Notices (1829). Kettell’s compi- 
lation ushered out the formative period and inaugurated the reign of the 
anthology in American verse. His was the first of the comprehensive gather- 
ings, assembled most famously by Rufus Griswold, which flooded the ante- 
bellum literary market and came to dominate the consumption of poetry in 
the United States. 

Smith’s anthology had all the earmarks of the preprofessional, republican 
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paradigm. The book was intended, according to the preface, to perform the 
public service of gathering and preserving American verse. A fifth of the 
pieces were anonymous or written under a pseudonym, and Smith’s own 
name was mentioned nowhere in the volume. The subscribers, on the other 
hand, received profuse acknowledgment, with their names, many graced by 
titles like “Doctor” and “Esquire,” occupying six pages at the end. A restric- 
tive, hierarchical spirit governed the selections. Only one woman, “Philenia” 
(Sarah Morton), was included among the contributors. Smith explained that 
several authors who withheld their verse from newspapers — promiscuously 
read by “everybody” — had consented to print them in American Poems, where 
they would come “to the attention of the scientific and refined.” Despite high 
expectations, the book’s inauspicious reception demonstrated the difficulty of 
selling poetry in the postrevolutionary epoch. A promised second volume 
failed to materialize for lack of “sufficient encouragement.” 

Anthologies are by their nature collective phenomena, and their popularity 
in the nineteenth century would seem to indicate the persistence of communal 
ideas of poetry. There is something to this. Kettell’s collection resembled 
Smith’s in its emphasis on usefulness and patriotism. His title revealed a 
collector’s or taxonomic aspiration, and he too defined his role as rescuing 
works of native talent from oblivion. Like Smith, Kettell sought to bolster 
pride in American achievement and to stimulate a national spirit in letters. 

But the changes loomed as large as the continuities. Even though Specimens 
of American Poetry placed its authors in a corporate setting, it gave unprece- 
dented importance to the individual artist. Each selection was prefaced by a 
biographical sketch of the poet, some as brief as a single paragraph, others 
running on for ten pages, all disclosing information that the patrician ama- 
teur of the federal period instinctively omitted. This stress on the authorial 
subject extended to the anthologist himself: Kettell’s name appeared promi- 
nently both on the title page and in the notice of copyright on the overleaf. A 
democratizing impulse shaped the selections. More than a dozen women 
appeared in the compilation, among them Morton, Warren, Bleecker, and 
younger voices, like Lydia Sigourney and Sarah Hale. And Specimens of Ameri- 
can Poetry consisted of three volumes, so confident was Kettell in 1829 of 
attracting a popular readership. Altered assumptions about ownership and 
the primacy of the particular person had taken hold in cultural production 
just as they had gained ascendancy elsewhere in American life. Kettell’s 
anthology marked an emphatic turn toward individualism in presentation 
and format, a shift in the publishing of poetry that corresponded to its 
transformation in style. 


POETRY O17 


Thomas Jefferson stands in the background of the transition to a Romantic or 
more individualistic sensibility in American poetry. With Freneau, Jefferson 
acted as governmental employer and political patron; with Bryant, he exer- 
cised a less immediate but still important influence. Bryant broke into print 
with a neoclassical satire of Jefferson’s administration; later, while writing 
Romantic verse, the poet abandoned his conservatism, deserted to the Demo- 
cratic party, and became an admirer of the third president. Jefferson’s signif- 
cance as an ally of personal expression reached beyond poetry to the two 
fiction writers who Americanized the new sensibility. Irving was just twenty- 
six when he lampooned the president in the first book he authored on his 
own, A History of New York (1809). Cooper, like Irving and Bryant the son of 
anti-Jeffersonian Federalists, dramatically converted to reverence at the same 
time that he was breaking away from English models in his fiction and 
establishing himself as the country’s major novelist. 

It may seem incongruous that Jefferson, the embodiment of the eighteenth- 
century gentleman of letters, functioned in the culture as a kind of guardian 
spirit of Romanticism. His own writings were civic, not personal. As presi- 
dent, and as the author of the Declaration of Independence and Notes on the State 
of Virginia (1785), Jefferson symbolized the pre-Romantic marriage of the 
public realm and literature. Nor was he always receptive to literary currents of 
change. His reaction to Phillis Wheatley in Noges illustrates his shortcomings. 
After disparaging the imaginative faculties of blacks, he dismisses her work 
and even casts doubt on her authorship: “Religion, indeed, has produced a 
Phyllis Whately {szc}; but it could not produce a poet. The compositions 
published under her name are below the dignity of criticism.” This was not 
Jefferson at his best, either as a reader of poetry or as a friend of equality. 

Yet Jefferson was the author of a brief theoretical essay on metrics that 
shows him to have been far in advance of the literary ethos of postrevolution- 
ary America. The essay, Thoughts on English Prosody, comprises part of a letter 
to a Frenchman, M. de Chastellux, written around 1789; because it was left 
unpublished until the twentieth century, it had no impact on the course of 
native poetry, but it deserves to be better known as a modest poetic analogue 
to the Declaration. Jefferson’s central insight is that the quantitative and 
syllabic prosodies of the eighteenth century fail to do justice to the role of 
accent in English-language verse. Most writers on prosody still believed that 
English poetry followed either the classical-language model, in which the 
foot consists of long and short syllables, or the Romance-language model, in 
which the unit of measurement is the number of syllables per line. Jefferson, 
disputing authorities like Samuel Johnson, insists that accent is “the basis of 
English verse” and determines its measure. His argument shapes itself in 
democratic and individualistic terms; he directs attention away from the 
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written text and the inherent properties of language to the reader of the 
poem. No rules, he claims, can be formed for fixing accent, because unlike 
quantity or duration, usage establishes stress and is notably capricious and 
inconsistent. The neoclassical ideals of smoothness and uniformity fracture 
against the undeniable truth that different people use “different shades of 
emphasis” in speaking English. “No two persons will accent the same passage 
alike. No person but a real adept will accent it twice alike.” Thus does 
Jefferson defy the age’s worship of poetic harmony by endorsing the reader’s 
subjective judgment and placing a principle of uncertainty or freedom at the 
very heart of English verse. 

Although several writers in Britain and America, among them the lexicog- 
rapher Noah Webster, shared Jefferson’s insight about the centrality of ac- 
cent, his treatise was exceptional in its forthright validation of individual 
experience. Thoughts on English Prosody prefigures the Romantic emphasis on 
the personal voice and had no equal in America in theoretical boldness for 
thirty years, until Bryant’s “On Trisyllabic Feet in Iambic Measure.” Not 
that Jefferson transcended the neoclassical prejudices of his time in all re- 
spects. He remained an Augustan, for example, in his esteem for regular 
meter, but even here he was ahead of most American poetic practice, for the 
iambic pentameter he admired was that of blank verse, not of rhymed. At the 
height of Pope’s influence in America, he anticipated Bryant by rejecting 
rhyme as a regressive infringement on the poet’s liberty. Freedom in versifica- 
tion, Jefferson believed, like freedom in the polity, unshackles human poten- 
tial and produces superior results. The bard, emancipated from “those tau- 
tologies, those feeble nothings necessary to introtrude the rhyming word,” is 
able to concentrate his or her energies on refining images and thoughts. 
Hence a mature taste, according to the future president, will always find 
blank verse more dignified and satisfying. “The fondness for the jingle leaves 
us with that for the baubles and rattles of childhood,” until the only poets we 
read with pleasure are those who dispense altogether with rhyme. 

Jefferson’s naturalizing of blank verse paralleled his equation of political 
freedom with self-evidence in the Declaration; both maneuvers helped to 
underwrite individualism and represented revolutionary shatterings of tradi- 
tional restraints. The year of the Thoughts on English Prosody, 1789, was also 
the date of the French Revolution and of William Blake’s Songs of Innocence. 
Blake too saw a connection between poetic experimentation and political 
liberty; where Jefferson speaks of the poet being “unfettered by rhyme,” the 
English poet declares, “Poetry Fetter’d Fetters the Human Race.” (Jefferson 
was actually in advance of Blake, who did not get around to writing about 
meter until 1804, in the preface to Jerusalem.) Of course, the association 
between aesthetic and civic upheaval has a long history, going back to the 
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ancient Greeks; Plato excluded poets from his ideal republic because he 
feared that the “introduction of novel fashions” in art endangered the peace of 
the state. In the United States, the causal relations among politics, poetry, 
and the social order became more complicated. Jefferson’s democratic ideas 
had to wait for the social and political transformation of the antebellum years 
to reach their fulfillment in literature. Only then did the two poetic icono- 
clasts, Whitman and Dickinson, arise to revolutionize accepted metrical 
practice — Dickinson by employing an atavistic hymnal and balladic metri- 
cality, and Whitman by dispensing entirely with iambic measure. 


5 
e 


THE NOVEL 


HE ASSOCIATION of the novel with individualism and the middle 

class has been an enduring staple of literary criticism. Ample histori- 

cal evidence supports the linkage. In the United States, the novel 
developed in tandem with democratization and economic expansion, and 
although the form did not realize its potential until the Age of Jackson, a 
strong case can be made that it was complicit from its origin with the ethos 
of the marketplace. Early American fiction stood out as the most privatized 
and commercially viable of the literary arts, the genre most attuned to the 
social order of the future. “What is a novel without novelty?” asked the first 
indigenous novelist, William Hill Brown, in his posthumous Iva and Isabella 
(1807); his question highlights the insatiable appetite for the new that 
distinguished fiction from earlier forms of cultural expression. The postrevo- 
lutionary novel can be described as a prototypically “liberal” artifact. Anxious 
guardians of the status quo lambasted novels as popular reading material that 
pandered to mass tastes and subverted respect for traditional authority. Con- 
sumed in solitude, centered on personal ambitions and desires, and attracted, 
as the name indicates, to unfamiliar experiences, novels contributed to the 
undermining of a shared public sphere and encouraged the self-seeking out- 
look that flourished under Jacksonian democracy. 

This picture, a familiar one, exaggerates the novel’s collusion in the com- 
ing order; with the benefit of hindsight, it singles out the features that 
became dominant rather than those that receded over time. Scholars investi- 
gating the genesis of the English novel have begun to qualify the form’s 
identification with the middle class and to see that its retention of conserva- 
tive and “romance” elements placed it in a complex relation to triumphant 
individualism. A comparably nuanced picture presents itself on the Ameri- 
can side, where native fiction contained its own volatile mixture of progres- 
sive and premodern features. If the early American novel was new, it was also 
“old,” enmeshed in the communitarian assumptions of its time and commit- 
ted to the very systems of thought it worked to overthrow. Although it was 
the first American genre to return a profit, novel writing in its infancy was 
“the dullest of all trades,’ 


, 


as Charles Brockden Brown lamented in 1800; 


620 


THE NOVEL 621 


“the utmost that any American can look for, in his native country, 1s to be re- 
imbursed for his unavoidable expenses.” Imitative, unprofitable, and as in- 
tent upon collective as individualistic ends, the novel was a form in transition 
and at odds with itself, as much a partisan of postrevolutionary republican 
culture as a harbinger of nineteenth-century liberal society. 

Contemporaneous mistrust of prose fiction as unrepublican often focused 
on its bonds to privacy and to women. And it is true that the novel had a 
special stake in the emerging reconfiguration of gender roles and the house- 
hold. The genre gained discursive preeminence through the repositioning of 
women as consumers and of the home as a place of private ease. The division 
between dwelling and employment that became pervasive in the nineteenth 
century appeared in embryo in the early Republic. For postrevolutionary 
Americans living in or near cities — the case with most novelists — a private 
space of domesticity had already begun to materialize. As the household 
economy steadily declined over the first fifty years of the Republic, altering 
the home from a site of production to one of consumption, this private zone 
took on an identification with leisure and with women. Men left the resi- 
dence daily to labor elsewhere, and the mothers and daughters who stayed 
behind had more free time to devote to entertainment. Increasingly, they 
turned to the reading of light literature. 

Novels understandably headed the list of preferred books. Volumes on 
theology and the state dealt with areas from which women had traditionally 
been excluded. But novels featured women as characters and addressed mat- 
ters that impinged directly on their lives, such as courtship and marriage. 
Moreover, women were conspicuous as the authors of such works. Some 
critics seized on this association with the female as proof of fiction’s incom- 
patibility with civic virtue. To them, the novel resembled a coquette who 
lured readers into a claustrophobic world of desire and self-indulgence, the 
antithesis of the public domain of rationality and men. 

Certainly the novel, as a genre inseparable from print and ingested in the 
home, seemed an inherently private art form. Unlike the oral drama, and 
unlike much early poetry, which was recited on public occasions, prose 
fiction was — and is — experienced in isolation. People commonly were alone 
when they read, and if they were not physically solitary, they were imagina- 
tively cut off from the world around them through their engagement with 
the printed page. Even this engagement was a form of privacy or solitude. 
Eighteenth-century readers frequently penned their thoughts in the margins 
of the novel’s pages, but their relation to the events and characters described 
within the story was nonreciprocal. Whereas theatergoers disrupted perfor- 
mances and sometimes forced changes in the action, novel readers were 
powerless to affect what happened in the narrative. Such passivity, combined 
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with the subjective impression of involvement, could be construed as a kind 
of false consciousness, an ideological illusion corrosive of the participatory 
outlook necessary to republicanism. 

As noted in Chapter 3, the novel had a long-standing relation to Benjamin 
Franklin, who gave the genre its first American imprint and whose own 
Autobiography, published in a truncated version in 1793, has many of the 
artful qualities of fiction. The Franklin connection points once again to the 
novel’s liberal strain. Just as Franklin represented upward mobility and the 
pursuit of self-interest, so the novel was itself a “rising” genre, a newcomer 
elbowing ahead of senior art forms in the competition for popular favor. 
Franklin stood for the right of the individual subject to put his or her own 
wishes ahead of familial obligation. The young rebel who refused to enter the 
family trade of chandlery, and who ran away from his indentures with his 
brother, could have been one of the early novel’s picaresque heroes or passion- 
ate heroines. Like those fictional characters, who typically set the plot in 
motion by defying a parental edict, Franklin made his way through perilous 
adventures “remote from the Eye and Advice of my Father”; he relied on 
himself. His eventual transformation into a national icon conferred implicit 
justification on the individualism of countless novelistic protagonists. 

One aspect of Franklin’s experience had particular relevance for women 
authors. Franklin succeeded through print; he rose in the world because of 
his mastery of writing. As a young man, he discovered that speech could be a 
dangerous medium. It tempted one into unguarded expression and aroused 
heated contention. Franklin devised a mode of speaking that privileged 
indirectness, substituting reserve and hesitancy for emphatic declaration, and 
he gravitated to print as a technology that facilitated self-concealment. These 
were traits commonly linked to women, and Franklin embraced a female 
identity for his first appearance in print. He submitted an article to his 
brother’s newspaper, the New-England Courant, under the pseudonym, “Si- 
lence Dogood.” The name summarized the plight of women in the early 
Republic — exhorted to “do good” by remaining silent — but Franklin in- 
verted the prescription: he did good by speaking in print. He thus set an 
example for the many American women, denied access to public speech, who 
turned to fiction writing as a way of voicing and advancing themselves 
through the mediation of the book. 

But the Franklin connection captures only half the truth about the early 
novel and was itself ambiguous. Many novelists were unconvinced by the 
Philadelphian’s claim to be an exemplary figure. As we shall see, they could 
not overcome their doubts about the meritocracy of those who rise through 
self-initiative. A similar uneasiness colored the novelists’ attitude toward 
their own artistic powers. Uncomfortable with the very fictionality of fiction, 
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novelists advertised their writings as based on “Fact,” “Truth,” or “Recent 
Events.” They called their tales histories and retold narratives whose outlines 
were widely known from documentary sources such as newspapers. No genre 
was more insistent about its pretension to be an objective chronicle of actual 
occurrences. 

These disavowals, a defining characteristic of the eighteenth-century 
novel, expressed the form’s double identity, both its modernizing tendencies 
and its discomfort with individualism. Although authorial protests of factual 
accuracy reflected the scientific disposition of the age, they also conveyed 
mistrust of imaginative license. Artistic inventiveness was disapproved of as 
intrusive display of self. Prizing fidelity over creative imagination, Gilbert 
Imlay reversed the standard formula of modern copyright notices: “in every 
particular,” he proudly averred in the preface to The Emigrants (1793), “I have 
had a real character for my model.” The author of The Asylum; or, Alonzo and 
Melissa. An American Tale, Founded on Fact (1811), Isaac Mitchell, imagined a 
reader objecting to an unfortunate turn of events in the story and demanded 
rhetorically, “Are we not detailing facts? Shall we gloss them over with false 
colouring? Must we describe things as they are, or as they are not? Shall we 
draw with the pencil of nature, or of art? Do we indeed paint life as it is, or as 
It is not?” 

In some hands — and Mitchell’s fantastic tale belongs in this category — 
declarations of naive realism merely underlined the novel’s generic instabil- 
ity. The novel’s tendency, starkly on display in somewhat later works, was to 
oscillate between historical preservation and sentimental extravagance. Pane- 
gyrics to fact often introduced plots crammed with improbable occurrences. 
But the professions of historicity could betoken a genuine commitment to 
the community. Novelists sought to reanimate and to articulate the lessons of 
episodes that could have happened to anyone, because they supposedly did 
happen to someone. Truthfulness enhanced pedagogic authority for contem- 
poraneous readers. The belief that a story really occurred meant that people 
would be more likely to take its moral to heart, and the genre could better 
serve society through its rendering of behavior to be emulated or avoided. 

The iterative and formulaic qualities of eighteenth-century fictions — 
features that seem so tedious today — contributed to the novel’s communal 
goals. Where the aim was to instruct, the predictable was more effective than 
the “novel.” Here the genre, despite its dependence on print, veered toward 
the practices of oral storytelling. The constant repetition of familiar patterns 
endowed the narratives with a ritualistic air redolent of verbal discourse. No 
wonder modern readers find it difficult to recollect the difference between 
one tale and another: stock figures — the unsuspecting virgin, the dashing 
seducer, the distraught parents — and “twice-told” plots turn up in book 
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after book. Contemporaries had the same trouble telling the stories apart. As 
Susanna Rowson remarked nearly two centuries ago, “{T}here are at the 
present day, about two thousand novels in existence, which begin and end in 
exactly the same way.” 

The earnest restatement of sentiments so commonplace as to approach the 
condition of aphorisms is another index to the early novel’s proximity to oral 
culture. The anonymously published Emly Hamilton (1803; the author was 
identified nearly a century later as Sukey Vickery) overflows with didactic 
formulations that scarcely seem distinctive enough to have been uttered or 
thought by anyone. The following are ascribed to the eponymous heroine: 


Adversity . . . is common to mortals; each one possesses a share of the misfortunes, 
as well as the pleasures of life. 


Sorrow softens and ennobles the heart, and makes it more capable of receiving 
virtuous impressions. 


In every enjoyment of life, some tincture of the bitter is always mingled with the 
most delicious sweets. 


These sentences read like transcriptions of universally accepted ideas; they 
appear to emanate from neither the speaker nor the author. They are not so 
much the thoughts of an identifiable person as the received wisdom of the 
community. 

The passing on of moral counsel, however banal, stood at the head of the 
novel’s imperatives. To critics, of course, novelists resembled not wise men- 
tors but seducers or temptresses; they imparted “false and romantic ideas of 
love,” as Tabitha Tenney charged, and turned “the heads of artless young 
girls, to their great injury, and sometimes to their utter ruin.” Tenney herself 
was the author of Female Quixotism (1801), a novel satirizing the harmful 
consequences of novel reading; like many another fiction writer, she ex- 
empted her own work from the indictment of the genre and pleaded a socially 
useful purpose. The most common analogies were to teaching and mother- 
ing, with only the rare novelist confessing to a personal ambition such as self- 
expression. Though she later changed her mind, Susanna Rowson even pro- 
posed to give up novel writing altogether shortly after she decided to become 
a full-time educator. Why instruct the young through the mediation of 
fiction, she reasoned in the preface to Reuben and Rachel (1798), when she 
could implant directly, “with the utmost solicitude, in their innocent minds, 
a love for piety and virtue.” 

Perhaps half the era’s novels adopted the same narrative technique. These 
works are epistolary, told in the form of letters exchanged between two or 
more people. Many different voices thus go into the making of a single tale, 
which assumes the character of a corporate enterprise. In William Hill 
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Brown’s The Power of Sympathy (1789), the principal narrative involving 
Harrington and Harriot emerges from the correspondence of six figures; 
besides the two lovers themselves, there are communications from Myra 
Harrington, Worthy, Mrs. Holmes, and Harrington’s father. Hannah Fos- 
ter’s The Coquette (1797) comprises an even greater multiplicity of voices, 
with letters from Eliza Wharton, her mother, Major Sanford, the Reverend 
Boyer, Lucy Freeman, Mr. and Mrs. Richman, Mr. Selby, and Julia Granby. 
The composite epistolary narrative thoroughly subordinates the idea of indi- 
vidual creation; the image of storytelling it conveys is of a group of persons 
advising, exhorting, and confiding in each other. 

In short, the novel was not preordained to assume an individualistic cast. 
In its formal and rhetorical emphases, the genre was often more in sympathy 
with republicanism than with the liberal and private values of the nineteenth 
century. To turn to the novel's social and cultural matrix is to reencounter 
this premodern aspect. The provincialism of postrevolutionary culture 
worked to repress early fiction’s individual note. To later readers of the form, 
the imitation of English models is far more evident than is the faithfulness to 
historical fact. Written in the shadow of an established literary tradition, 
American tales tended to be highly derivative, content to reproduce the 
situations, themes, and characters of English precursors. The Richardsonian 
prototype dominated the seduction narrative; almost as influential were the 
satiric novels of Henry Fielding. Other favorites much duplicated on this side 
of the Atlantic included Ann Radcliffe’s gothic fictions, William Godwin’s 
novels of purpose, and Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1760-7), which 
along with the works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau acquainted Americans with 
the cult of sensibility. 

Copyright law and economic impediments combined to delimit the native 
novel’s status as private property. These conditions hampered salability, dis- 
suaded authors from claiming possession of what they wrote, and prevented 
novel writing from becoming a vocation. In the first place, the primitive 
state of the economy assured that only the rare novel could achieve a profit. 
Books were costly to produce in postrevolutionary America, and most were 
priced beyond the means of ordinary citizens. Even if readers could afford a 
novel, booksellers had no certainty of being able to reach a wide market. 
Publishing was localized and distribution hindered by the lack of adequate 
transportation. 

Legal statute created additional obstacles to profitability, benefiting nei- 
ther foreign authors nor the Americans whom the law was intended to assist. 
Because English titles could not be copyrighted in this country, they could be 
issued far more cheaply than indigenous works. Enterprising printers has- 
tened to pirate novels from abroad and felt little incentive to encourage 
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American writers. Royall Tyler’s fictional protagonist Updike Underhill, 
supposedly returning to his homeland after seven years’ captivity among the 
Algerines, remarked in 1797 on the profusion of English reprints, complain- 
ing that his compatriots had forsaken “the sober sermons and practical pieties 
of their fathers, for the gay stories and splendid impieties” of the foreign 
novelist. The vast majority of fictional narratives published and read in the 
United States before the antebellum era were composed by Europeans: out of 
some four hundred titles issued here between 1789 and 1800, only thirty- 
seven had American authors. As late as 1820, the number of native novels 
barely totaled ninety, an average of just three per year since independence. 

Susanna Rowson, author of the young nation’s best-selling novel, Charlotte 
Temple, was one of those who suffered from the legal disadvantages of Euro- 
pean provenance. Rowson was a recent arrival in the United States who 
composed her book while still a resident of England. Because Charlotte Temple 
was originally published in London in 1791, two years before Rowson’s 
emigration, it carried no American copyright; every region saw a flurry of 
pirated editions. Mathew Carey of Philadelphia, who brought out the initial 
American version in 1794, changed the title from the original Charlotte. A 
Tale of Truth in 1797 and was just one of several publishers to take liberties 
with the text. Editions appeared with chapters added or deleted and with no 
mention of the novelist’s name. Carey informed Rowson in 1812 that sales of 
Charlotte Temple outstripped “those of any of the most celebrated novels that 
ever appeared in England. I think the number disposed of must far exceed 
50,000 copies; and the sale still continues.” Although Rowson was probably 
gratified at her book’s popularity, she had little else to show for it; the various 
publishers reaped the benefits of ownership, and she herself had to find 
employment outside literature in order to support her family. 

Copyright, the prerogative reserved for American writers, gave scant guar- 
antee of protection against theft. Practices approximating outright plagia- 
rism occurred routinely in the formative period, as authors appear to have had 
little sense that a character, an incident, or even an entire passage could be 
the property of an individual. Although Sarah Wood’s Dorval; or the Specula- 
tor. A Novel Founded on Recent Events (1801) assures readers that “the character 
and history of Dorval are not a fiction,” it is plain that the decisive “recent 
event” for Wood was the publication a year earlier of Charles Brockden 
Brown's Arthur Mervyn. Wood borrowed the “facts” about her villain from 
Brown's account of the speculator and forger Welbeck and felt no compunc- 
tion about making liberal use of a story that according to law belonged to 
another writer. George Watterston, author of Glencarn; or, The Disappoint- 
ments of Youth (1810), committed still more brazen acts of piracy. His novel is 
another retelling of Arthur Mervyn, focusing on a self-styled “enthusiast for 
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virtue” who gets into difficulties because of his impetuosity and innocent 
trust in humanity. Watterston defends American literature against English 
slurs and demonstrates his patriotism by plagiarizing from a number of well- 
known native authors, not just novelists but playwrights and political writers 
as well. A scene set in a theater is lifted wholesale from Tyler’s The Contrast, 
and Glencarn’s description of the confluence of the Potomac and Shenandoah 
rivers, affording a view “grand, sublime, and picturesque beyond any thing I 
ever beheld,” paraphrases Thomas Jefferson’s account of the same location in 
Notes on the State of Virginia (1784-5). 

In actuality, American authors seldom went to the trouble of applying for 
copyright. In Massachusetts, for example, legal protection was obtained for 
fewer than one-tenth of the volumes published between 1800 and 1809. 
Securing exclusive ownership of a cultural product that stood almost no 
chance of generating income must have struck many writers as more bother 
than it was worth. Other authors doubtless shared the upper-class aversion to 
writing for money and were satisfied to see their books enter the world as a 
species of communal possession. Similar prejudices kept most novelists from 
divulging their names in public. Reluctant to associate themselves with an 
art form deemed socially unacceptable and morally suspect, fewer than one- 
third of the native fiction writers published prior to 1820 revealed their 
names on the title pages of their works. The remaining authors either ap- 
peared anonymously or disguised their identities behind pseudonyms. Foster 
and Wood, both of whom announced their novels as “By a Lady of Massachu- 
setts,” exemplified the preference for rubrics that proclaimed the writer’s 
superiority tO pecuniary considerations. 

The early novelist’s unwillingness to acknowledge his or her productions 
has made it impossible, in a surprisingly large number of cases, to ascertain 
to whom a particular work “belongs.” One fiction writer in three remains 
unknown; another sizable group eluded detection until the twentieth cen- 
tury. The Power of Sympathy, advertised by Isaiah Thomas as the “First Ameri- 
can Novel” but otherwise unattributed, was long believed to have been 
written by the Boston poet Sarah Wentworth Morton, a sister of the original 
for one of the characters; even today the assignment of the book to William 
Hill Brown is purely circumstantial. Mitchell’s The Asylum; or, Alonzo and 
Melissa, a gothic thriller whose popularity persisted into the antebellum 
period, has an even stranger history. Originally serialized in 1804 in the 
Political Barometer of Poughkeepsie, New York, it was reissued in 1811 as a 
copyrighted book with Mitchell’s name on the title page. The novel went 
through some twenty editions by 1850, but despite the seemingly unambigu- 
ous evidence of legal ownership, these reprints were not of Mitchell’s two- 
volume tale. They were copies of a shortened, plagiarized work in one volume 
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that also appeared in 1811 under the altered title A/onzo and Melissa; or, The 
Unfeeling Father and was supposed to have been written by someone named 
Daniel Jackson. Copyright claims were never brought against Jackson, pre- 
sumably because both Mitchell and his publisher died in 1812, and Mitch- 
ell’s identity as the real author was not conclusively established until 1904. 

Writers were not the only group who did not own their works in the early 
Republic; most readers did not own them either. Novels were simply too 
expensive to purchase; at a time when skilled workers earned about seventy- 
five cents a day, a single-volume novel could cost as much as a dollar, and a 
two-volume tale between a dollar fifty and two dollars. Wage earners with a 
taste for light literature generally got their novels from social or circulating 
libraries, which were far more affordable at about six dollars annually for a 
subscription. Hence the typical scene of reading in 1800, despite outward 
similarities, differed significantly from the comparable scene today. A con- 
temporary reader of, say, White Nozse (1985) would probably own the book, 
and the reverse side of the title page would identify Don DeLillo as the holder 
of the copyright. Readers of The Power of Sympathy would have in their hands 
a book that was probably not their own, the authorship of which would 
remain obscure for more than a hundred years. 

Yet the postrevolutionary novel was above all a form in the process of 
change, isomorphic with neither the values of a waning social system nor 
those of an ascendant one. If the novel drew upon an understanding of 
narrative as common inheritance, it also contributed to the disintegration of 
that perspective. It transformed stories into marketable commodities and 
displaced the collectivity with the individual voice. “We are . . . rather new 
in the trade of novel writing,” James Kirke Paulding pointed out in 1823, 
“having been partly induced to enter upon it, as people engage in the tobacco 
or grocery line, from seeing others prosper mightily in the business.” A 
colleague of Irving and Cooper, Paulding recorded the maturation of a com- 
mercializing process begun hardly three decades earlier and inscribed, despite 
the form’s irresolution about its nature and direction, in the first American 
novels. For every sign of communal, republican culture, one can adduce an 
apparently antithetical sign betokening the novel’s growing commitment to 
individualism; sometimes the signs are indistinguishable. 

This equivocalness crystallized in the fluctuating self-conception of the 
epistolary novel. It was suggested earlier that the novel of letters — which in 
its American avatar flourished specifically at this time — reproduces as tech- 
nique the era’s communal ideals. Seen from a slightly different perspective, 
the epistolary novel straddles the line between premodern amateurism and 
the commercializing of literature that marked the Jacksonian age. In one 
sense, epistolary fiction is clearly a residue of older, “signature” modes persist- 
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ing in impersonal print culture. Letters are confidential, handwritten commu- 
nications between people who know each other; and the belles lettres of the 
late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries — with their limited circula- 
tion, often in manuscript rather than print, their aloofness from monetary 
concerns, and their preprofessional authors — retained many of the features of 
personal correspondence. But epistolary fictions also signal a transition to- 
ward modern commodity culture, for the letters composing such texts are 
addressed as much to strangers as they are to their fictional recipients. The 
printed words on the page are at once a noncommercial communication in 
letter form and a published work of fiction exchanged for money in the 
marketplace and pored over by unknown members of the reading public. 
Although the old mode is still present and visible, it has been penetrated to 
the core by the commodity form. In epistolary fiction, the recessive and the 
emergent, the not-for-sale and the vendible, inhabit the identical script; 
there is no difference between them. 

The novel’s categorical and legal equivocations are reconstituted on the 
level of theme. Particularly in those dozens of works dealing with seduction 
and marriage, one finds a similar ambivalence about communalism and the 
legitimacy of self-assertiveness. In at least two respects the courtship- 
seduction plot attempts a troubled accommodation with change. The deter- 
mination of young women to make their own choices about their emotional 
and sexual lives, and frequently to do so in defiance of the wishes of parents 
and friends, is part of the history of affective individualism. Seduction be- 
comes an absorbing problem in fiction because of the perceived reality that 
marriageable girls are claiming control over their own persons and refusing to 
regard themselves as the obedient subordinates of others. The seduction 
novel represents both a sincere warning against this development and a covert 
affirmation of it. 

Marriage-seduction plots invariably tell the story of a female character’s 
rise or fall in economic position. They tend to merge into, or to be closely 
allied with, narratives of social mobility. If the novelists are to be believed, 
sudden changes of fortune were an increasingly common occurrence in 
eighteenth-century America; the ethos and forms of property of an expanding 
economy were producing social chaos. Here, too, the novels encompass 
modernizing and residual energies: although they give implicit sanction to 
economic striving by endorsing the credo of self-reliant individualism, they 
also deplore the bounders and con-men of the new order and try to freeze 
mobility into stasis. 

Charlotte Temple and The Coquette, the two most popular early American 
novels, are tales of affective transgression that deeply disapprove of the 
behavior they portray. Teachers by temperament, Rowson and Foster wrote to 
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instruct young readers in the necessity of subduing unlawful desires. Peda- 
gogy suited them so well that Rowson, the founder of a prestigious female 
academy, published some half-dozen textbooks in addition to her novels, and 
Foster donned the explicit persona of a schoolmistress in her only other book, 
the collection of didactic letters entitled The Boarding School (1798). 

Charlotte Temple and The Coquette probably owed some of their success to the 
conservative recoil from the French Revolution. The reaction was already in 
full swing by the mid-1790s, when bloody images of the Terror produced 
disenchantment throughout the United States. American readers may well 
have interpreted Rowson’s novel as an allegory of innocence betrayed by 
foreign seducers. The three characters who victimize the heroine all have 
French surnames, though two of them are English: La Rue, Montraville, and 
Belcour. This tale of the “temple” violated underscores the importance of 
internal vigilance. The Coguette, which takes its title from the French word 
for flirt, similarly permits a political reading. A spirit of license infects 
Americans with alien delusions. The protagonist, Eliza Wharton, becomes 
intoxicated with independence. She carries her desire for freedom too far and 
embarks on a downward course that terminates in illicit pregnancy and 
death. 

Both novels focus on the dangers of forsaking familial responsibilities and 
putting the self first. Though the prolific Rowson showed remarkable inde- 
pendence in her own life, in her best-seller she extols filial piety and female 
subordination. “Oh my dear girls, for to such only am I writing,” she 
exclaims in a characteristic passage, “listen not to the voice of love unless 
sanctioned by parental approbation... , pray for fortitude to resist the 
impulse of inclination when it runs counter to the precepts of religion and 
virtue.” Rowson’s manner of telling her story reinforces its emphasis on 
obligation to others. She starts with a chapter on Charlotte Temple at board- 
ing school, jumps in the second chapter to Charlotte’s father and his youthful 
acts of generosity, and shifts in the third to the misfortunes of Charlotte’s 
maternal grandfather, Mr. Eldridge. One gets a sense of individual lives as 
embedded in an intergenerational network, not as isolated and autonomous. 
The text strongly affirms the traditional value of interdependence: Mr. 
Eldridge moves in with his daughter and Mr. Temple to form a “happy trio,” 
and when Charlotte dies after giving birth to an illegitimate daughter, her 
parents gladly assume responsibility for the infant. 

But Rowson also ratifies the female reader's sentiments, and her text’s 
liminality inheres in its simultaneous endorsement of “parental approbation” 
and “the impulse of inclination.” Charlotte’s downfall stems from an excess of 
feeling; this turns out to be a trait she shares with both her creator and the 
novel’s audience. Charlotte, who is constantly blushing and seems unable to 
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control her emotions, is a monitory figure because she yields to her “treacher- 
ous heart” and prefers “the love of a stranger to the affectionate protection of 
her friends” (by whom Rowson means her family). But the hierarchy thus 
established between filial loyalty and affective self-fulfillment is confounded 
by the example of Charlotte’s father. Mr. Temple is as much a prototype for 
his daughter’s behavior as a sufferer from it: having determined at an early 
age “to marry where the feelings of his heart should direct him,” he broke 
with his own father rather than submit to a loveless match. 

Moreover, Rowson encourages emotional indulgence in the young women 
for whom she writes. She upbraids the unmoved among her readers and 
repeatedly summons the “heart of sensibility” to shed tears for Charlotte’s 
fate; Chapter 33, the account of the heroine’s death, carries the warning 
“Which People Void of Feeling Need Not Read.” At such moments, the 
emotionalism of the authorial voice threatens to overwhelm its moral prohibi- 
tions. To critics of the genre, the educator—novelist must have seemed in 
league with the character most responsible for Charlotte's lapse: the French 
teacher, Miss La Rue, who incites her pupil’s infatuation for Lieutenant 
Montraville. 

Rowson’s celebration of affectivity implicitly resituates women from the 
margins of the family to the center. The disposition to feel deeply and to 
weep is, she admits, often despised as a feminine infirmity. But because a tear 
“is the sacred drop of humanity,” to cry is to announce one’s human sub- 
jecthood, not one’s failing. Miss La Rue reveals her preternatural wickedness 
precisely in her indifference to Charlotte’s agony. And decent male charac- 
ters, such as Mr. Temple and Mr. Eldridge, far from practicing a stoic self- 
control, regularly “sob aloud,” “burst into tears,” or relieve their hearts with 
“a friendly gush.” Rowson interrupts the action to reprove any readers who 
might be inclined to criticize: 


Should any one, presuming on his own philosophic temper, look with an eye of 
contempt on the man who could indulge a woman’s weakness, let him remember 
that man was a father, and he will then pity the misery which wrung those drops 
from a noble, generous heart. 


In Rowson’s impassioned narrative, men show themselves to be fully human 
by emulating the behavior of women. 

The Coquette, a much “cooler” fiction, utilizes the epistolary format and 
refrains from authorial intervention. Eliza Wharton is not a gullible innocent 
but a sophisticated woman in her midthirties who yearns toward a future of 
female emancipation. The death of her betrothed, a man chosen by her 
father, awakens in her a desire to direct her own life. “A melancholy event has 
extricated me from those shackles which parental authority had imposed on 
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my mind. Let me then enjoy that freedom which I so highly prize.” Two 
suitors compete for Eliza’s favor: Mr. Boyer, a clergyman who offers “a decent 
competency” and a life of service and who embodies the rational, republican 
values of the past; and Major Sanford, a speculator and an apparently wealthy 
rake who encourages Eliza to seek her pleasure and who prefigures the atom- 
ized, acquisitive order of the nineteenth century. These two characters might 
be compared to the familiar fair and dark ladies of Anglo-American fiction, 
with Eliza assuming — or arrogating — the part of the male. Foster’s heroine 
claims the right to choose among her admirers as she pleases, not as others 
advise, and she further inverts conventional gender roles by vowing not to 
settle down until she has “sowed all my wild oats.” 

The novel harshly punishes this assertion of affective autonomy. Eliza’s 
coquetry alienates Boyer, and she eventually becomes the mistress of Sanford, 
who has married another woman. The desperate heroine ends up dying in 
childbirth in a roadside tavern “Far From Every Friend,” as her tombstone has 
it, a stranger among strangers, her fate a grim omen of the new order’s 
anonymity. Foster lets her plot and characters do her moralizing, especially 
Eliza’s friend, Lucy Freeman, who counsels self-denial and, even more to the 
point, happily relinquishes her symbolic maiden name when she marries. 
And, of course, this abjuring of a freeman’s status corresponded to the reality 
of the feminine condition. Eighteenth-century American women could nei- 
ther vote nor hold office, and they were forbidden to own separate property 
once they married. 

Foster's story serves to alert readers to the “modern” family’s weakness as a 
moral guardian. If Eliza falls because of an excess of freedom, blame also 
attaches to her family for having abdicated its responsibilities. The historic 
transition from marriages as arranged to marriages of affection, which is 
telescoped in the novel’s first chapter, results in a situation where parents no 
longer feel comfortable monitoring their children’s actions. Eliza has so little 
fear of her mother’s chastisement that she sleeps with Sanford in her own 
home. Mrs. Wharton ts “afraid to make any inquiries into the matter” and 
absents herself rather than risking a scene. Nor is this simply the foible of a 
timid widow. The parents of Sanford’s wife, Nancy, initially opposed the 
match because of his libertinism. “But she had not been used to contradic- 
tion, and could not bear it; and therefore they ventured not to cross her.” A 
conservative New England Federalist, Foster agrees with Rowson on the need 
for filial obedience, but she sees the family in disarray and wants to revivify 
its traditional role of supervision over unmarried offspring. 

What makes The Coguette a compelling reading experience today is its 
undeniable sympathy for the heroine. The revelation in the last chapter of 
Eliza’s advanced age — she is thirty-seven — registers as a shock because she has 
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seemed all along the most vibrant and youthful of the book’s characters. 
Having previously bowed to her father’s will against her own inclination, she 
has no wish to abridge her autonomy a second time, and one can fully under- 
stand her reluctance: neither of the men courting her seems very appealing. 
Sanford is shallow and vain, more in love with riches than he could ever be with 
a woman. The pompous Boyer acts more like a parent than a lover. Her 
mother, the heroine justly observes, “is better calculated to make him a good 
wife than I am or ever shall be.” A clergyman’s wife herself, Foster communi- 
cates an impression of the ministry as a declining profession — which to some 
extent it may have been in the 1790s — and she implies that small-town life 
under the watchful eyes of a congregation can be unbearably oppressive. 

Foster's anti-individualistic message is at variance with her book’s open- 
ness to subjectivity and desire. The novel as coquette struggles against the 
novel as teacher. Eliza’s insistence on following her own taste gets her into 
trouble but also makes her the most interesting and three-dimensional of the 
book’s characters. Her friends — who endlessly review her conduct — sense 
this themselves, even as they scold her for moral lapses. The many people 
pressing Eliza to submit to their notions of how she should behave amount to 
a “posse,” as Sanford says, and would extinguish her personality. However 
much Foster favors a return to old-fashioned vigilance, she cannot help 
suggesting that anonymity grounds personal freedom. A future without 
community may be the price of independent selfhood, but at least it offers 
escape from the relentless scrutiny of censorious “friends.” 

Furthermore, though Foster’s self-excision in telling her story supports its 
warning against emotional intemperance, the narrative, in its very restraint, 
encourages the intellectual freedom of the female reader. Artfulness and 
indirection replace lecturing, and each reader has to reach her own conclu- 
sions about Eliza’s fate. Didacticism, in the most didactic of novelistic 
subgenres, perceptibly recedes; there is not even a preface to spell out the 
moral. Foster expects women to think and judge for themselves, and she is 
enough of a patriot to resent their exclusion from political life. The ardency 
of a minor character’s feminist speech is clearly the author’s own: 


If the community flourish and enjoy health and freedom, shall we not share in the 
happy effects? If it be oppressed and disturbed, shall we not endure our proportion of 
the evil? Why, then, should the love of our country be a masculine passion only? 
Why should government, which involves the peace and order of the society of which 
we are a part, be wholly excluded from our observation? 


This passage indicates the limitations of viewing the seduction novel as a 
privatized medium. Foster directs the reader’s attention to civic affairs as 
surely as Royall Tyler or Hugh Henry Brackenridge. Her goal here is the 
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political one of challenging patriarchy. Although the last sentence qualifies 
her passage’s force, Foster, like Judith Sargent Murray and other articulate 
members of the revolutionary generation, found in republican rhetoric a 
rationale for the extension of political rights to women. 

Charlotte Temple and The Coquette are tales haunted by social mobility as 
well as seduction. In both books, the villains crave position and wealth, and 
their pursuit of economic self-interest threatens moral order. As Charlotte 
Temple, abandoned by her seducer, sinks into poverty, her scheming former 
teacher, Miss La Rue, revels in luxury as the wife of the affluent Colonel 
Crayton. The rise of the guilty produces a baffled acknowledgment that 
“fortune is blind . . . else why do we see fools and knaves at the very top of 
the wheel, while patient merit sinks to the extreme of the opposite abyss.” 

La Rue’s advancement constitutes a rebuke to new ideas of laissez faire. She 
prospers neither because she deserves to nor because she confers benefits on 
others but because her rapacity surpasses that of everyone else. Rowson 
cannot allow the scandal of a person’s rising without merit to persist, and so 
she appends a concluding — and rectifying — chapter set some ten years after 
the principal action. In it, we learn that La Rue has been thrown out by her 
finally awakened husband. Reduced to begging in the streets, she serves as “a 
striking example that vice, however prosperous in the beginning, in the end 
leads only to misery and shame.” 

The figure in The Coquette who exemplifies social mobility is the dissolute 
Major Sanford. He too is forced to suffer for his temporary appearance of 
success. To Eliza, he “lives in all the magnificence of a prince,” and her 
attraction to his opulent habits is a symptom of her moral weakness. But in 
reality Sanford has dissipated his wealth and has to marry an heiress to avoid 
impoverishment. By the story’s end, he has run through his wife’s fortune too 
and is obliged to sell everything he owns to satisfy his creditors. 

The socioeconomic moralism of these two works, their insistence that 
corrupt persons end up destitute, calms the anxieties generated by increased 
mobility. As Rowson is all too aware, just deserts are seldom distributed so 
unerringly in the real world. The novelistic wish to compensate for this 
inequity often dovetails with loyalties to hierarchy and social cohesion. Many 
writers disapprove of the ambition to ascend to a higher class and express 
consternation over the more fluid conditions that prevailed after indepen- 
dence. These writers picture an economic environment destabilized by an 
expanding market and its mobile forms of wealth: wealth that can appear or 
disappear in an instant, created by a forger’s pen — as in Arthur Mervyn and 
Dorval — or vanished in a shipwreck. 

Rapid shifts in material condition pervade the postrevolutionary novel and 
register the genre’s disorientation before an economy that seemed to bestow 
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rewards and punishments on whim. Meteoric enrichments and abrupt col- 
lapses into indigence generate early fiction’s endless complications of plot. 
Alonzo Haventon of The Asylum — his name plays on “have not” and “haven't 
one” — loses the prospect of marriage to his beloved Melissa when the senior 
Haventon, a merchant, suffers business reverses and the entire family is 
“hurled in a moment from the lofty summit of affluence to the low and barren 
vale of poverty.” In Rebecca Rush’s Ke/roy (published anonymously in 1812), 
an avaricious widow is reduced to beggary by a fire and just as suddenly 
enriched by winning a lottery, random occurrences that darkly parody “those 
fatal changes to which mercantile concerns are always liable.” 

Numerous authors share Hannah Foster’s perception of a masked and 
anonymous world, inhabited by people whose social origins are unknown 
and about whose moral characters little can be outwardly determined. In 
Kelroy, a book obsessed with economic and social disorder, the vicious Mr. 
Marney is described as “one of those beings who may be said to spring from 
nobody knows where; and rise in the world nobody can tell how; and spend 
the latter half of their lives in striving to erase from the minds of the 
community all remembrance of the former.” The early novel teems with 
“new men,” habitually cast in a negative light; it is a source of grievance 
that letters of reference have become as essential in social matters as in 
business. Female Quixotism turns its formidable wit on this requirement in 
making it an integral part of the plot. The Irish adventurer O’Connor has to 
forge an introduction when the heroine’s father insists that someone vouch 
for his honor, and the discovery of the forgery leads to his exposure. In 
Wood's Dorval, which deals with speculations in public securities and Geor- 
gia lands, identity has assumed the protean shape of mobile property. Even 
one’s name 1s not a secure possession: Colonel Morely changes his name from 
Wilson to obtain an inheritance; Dorval was christened Haland and is also 
known as Fowler; and the heroine Aurelia has five possible surnames in the 
course of the story, the last of which, Burlington, is the name she acquires 
when she finally marries. 

Women in the courtship novel have always faced such changes of name, 
signifying alteration not just in marital status but often in social condition as 
well. An extreme though not atypical example of the entanglement of mar- 
riage and mobility occurs in The Asylum. Colonel Bloomfield demands that 
his daughter Melissa decide between her two admirers: 


Happiness and misery await your choice; marry Bowman, and you roll in your coach 
and flaunt in your silks; your furniture and your equipage are splendid, your associ- 
ates of the first character, and your family rejoice in your prosperity; marry 
Haventon, and you sink into obscurity, are condemned to drudgery, poorly fed, 
worse clothed, and your relations and acquaintance shun and despise you. 
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What makes this formulation unfair, according to Isaac Mitchell, is that it 
does not take account of economic opportunity; in a country like America, no 
one is condemned to permanent status as a propertyless pauper. 

Here the novel’s individualistic implications come to the fore. Most novel- 
ists share Mitchell’s belief in economic initiative and agree that if the market 
breeds swindlers and speculators, it also enhances the possibility of one’s 
advancing through personal effort: for every Thomas Welbeck, there is an 
Arthur Mervyn (with the proviso that Mervyn himself is an ambiguous 
figure). Generic leanings coalesce with the national faith in starting afresh. 
The novel, itself an arriviste among literary forms and a potentially lucrative 
speculation (or “hazard,” as Mitchell terms the risk of fiction writing), 
harbors an irrepressible sympathy for the aspiring adventurers who throng its 
pages. Even Rush’s deep mistrust of the newly rich does not prevent her from 
affirming the principle of self-reliance. Although the poet Kelroy has been 
impoverished by his father’s speculative ventures, “his talents and industry, ” 
Rush writes, “would enable him to make his way in the world without much 
difficulty.” Native fiction writers relished inserting Benjamin Franklin, the 
culture’s emblem of the self-made man, into their narratives of economic 
striving. Franklin appears as a character in The Algerine Captive and The 
Asylum, and he hovers as a background presence in Arthur Mervyn, a para- 
digm for Mervyn’s rise from pennilessness to wealth. In Mitchell’s tale, 
Franklin is instrumental in disproving the supposed permanence of poverty. 
His intervention recoups the family fortune for the Haventons and, by restor- 
ing Alonzo to his rightful class, enables the hero to wed Melissa. 

Yet the Franklin prototype failed to dispel skepticism about his representa- 
tiveness as a climber who deserved success. Unpersuaded that merit invari- 
ably rises, writers could not shake their disquiet over economic fluidity. 
Some reverted to fantasies of a social order where change merely ruffles the 
surface of continuity. Alonzo’s rise is in actuality no more than his reinstate- 
ment in the stratum where he began. His career updates the archetypal 
pattern of exile and return as a saga of declassing and of subsequent recovery 
of property and worldly position; the contrast to Franklin’s linear experience 
could not be more emphatic. James Butler’s Fortune’s Foot-Ball; or, The Adven- 
tures of Mercutio (1797), a standard picaresque narrative of restless questing, 
traces the same circuitous route back to the beginning. The last paragraph 
sums up the picaro’s stationary progress: 


Having now completed my design, in tracing our hero through the various vicissi- 
tudes to which he was subjected in the course of his peregrinations, and, finding him 
at last, in his native country, surrounded by his most sincere friends and affectionate 
relatives, at the very summit of happiness, in the possession of the lovely Isabella, 
and reinstated in ease and affluence, I shall close my history. 
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Mercutio’s fate can be taken as exemplary of a cluster of early American 
fictions — by no means all of them — in which the Franklin model vies with, 
and in the end is neutralized by, older ideals of social stability. 

Tyler’s The Algerine Captive and Brackenridge’s Modern Chivalry, two of the 
stronger fictions of the period, are picaresque narratives that exhibit the novel’s 
divergent impulses in a “masculine” form. Both works embrace the primacy of 
the civic sphere and retreat into insistent didacticism. Both simultaneously 
sanction centrifugal modern forces. Tyler's book is literally split in two: the 
freewheeling satire of the first volume yields to the moralizing and factual 
exposition of the second. Volume I relates Updike Underhill’s travels in Amer- 
ica and ridicules, among other targets, Puritan intolerance, useless classical 
learning, the ineptitude of doctors, and the hypocrisy of the South; the point of 
view is sharply critical of native foibles. Volume II provides a long account of 
Underhill’s seizure by pirates and his six years captivity in Algiers. Descrip- 
tions of Algerine customs and history alternate with attacks on slavery to 
transform an irreverent novel into a pedagogic and hortatory one. The shift in 
tone culminates in a celebration of the United States as “the freest country in 
the universe” and in an appeal to uphold the federal government: “BY UNIT- 
ING WE STAND, BY DIVIDING WE FALL.” 

Outspoken by the conclusion, Tyler’s commitment to patriotism has been 
present all along. His preface condemns the national craving for English 
fictions, which intoxicate with their glamorous pictures of vice and prejudice 
the “young female” reader against “the homespun habits of her own country.” 
Tyler pictures the novel reader as a woman because he aims to win her over to 
a revised conception of sentiment. He wants native works of literature in 
which the emotional or “seductive” energy of the novel is channeled to 
public-spirited ends. His hero, Underhill, accepts a post as a physician on a 
slave ship called the Sympathy, and whereas “the power of sympathy” incites 
characters to commit incest in William Hill Brown’s novel of that name, in 
Tyler’s tale sympathy produces civic benefits. Enslaved himself, Underhill 
experiences at first hand the anguish of those deprived of liberty. The “finer 
feelings of {his} heart” are awakened, and he grows into a more compassion- 
ate being and a better patriot. “Let those of our fellow citizens, who set at 
nought the rich blessings of our federal union, go like me to a land of slavery, 
and they will learn how to appreciate the value of our free government.” 
Volume II impresses the same lesson on the novel’s readers; they are jolted 
out of complacency by being forced to identify, through Underhill’s suffer- 
ing, with the slave’s perspective. The Algerine Captive, like Tyler’s comedy 
The Contrast, integrates sentiment into the world of men. The novel politi- 
cizes affectivity so that it becomes an instrument of public virtue rather than 
the invitation to feminine self-indulgence deplored by critics. 
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Paradoxically, Tyler’s patriotic maneuver allies his book with historical 
movements that undid his republican and unionist principles. No more than 
William Hill Brown or Susanna Rowson could he delimit the power of feeling. 
Although his sometime collaborator, Joseph Dennie, reported that The 
Algerine Captive had been approved “by the few,” the text’s affirmations work to 
erode, not maintain, such elitist distinctions. Tyler’s extension of full human- 
ity to black slaves as well as to white captives admits an explosive pressure into 
the book, the pressure of an ascendant liberalism that grants autonomous 
selfhood to all persons. Liberal ideology quickened by sentiment would eventu- 
ally shatter the federal unity that Tyler wrote to preserve by demanding an end 
to the South’s “peculiar institution.” The novel’s unflattering portrait of the 
South, its appeals to that “New England staple . . . called conscience,” and its 
horrific images of slavery (the slave traders throw ailing blacks overboard, 
explaining to Underhill that the creatures “/ove to die”) — these were the ele- 
ments, refashioned by Harriet Beecher Stowe and other antebellum writers, 
many of them women, that roused abolitionist feeling and helped to bring 
about the Civil War. 

In Modern Chivalry, Brackenridge’s multivolume satire, republican self- 
denial confronts individualistic self-assertion in the persons of Captain Far- 
rago and his Irish servant, Teague O’Regan. The book’s liveliness and humor 
come from the conflict between these two characters, and whereas Bracken- 
ridge’s sympathies clearly lie with the captain, he has a grudging admiration 
for Teague’s unconquerable desire to make his way in the world. Bracken- 
ridge recognizes the quixotic inappropriateness of Farrago’s conservatism to 
an increasingly egalitarian and acquisitive society. The captain, often sec- 
onded by the narrative voice, espouses an elitist brand of civic humanist 
ideology that proves powerless to dissuade Teague from his inexhaustible 
ambitions. While the illiterate “bogtrotter” pushes himself forward as a 
philosopher, minister, major, and congressman, Farrago counsels the impor- 
tance of talent and training and the civic obligation to sacrifice personal 
interest to the common good. “Let the cobbler stick to his last” is his motto. 
To Brackenridge, the struggle between “a patrician class” represented by 
Farrago and “the multitude” symbolized by Teague invigorates freedom; it is 
the “fermentation” keeping “the spirit of democracy” alive. Farrago’s inter- 
mittent success in curbing his servant stems not from persuasion but from 
manipulation, as in the episode where he concocts letters from a rival chal- 
lenging Teague to a duel; neither character, however, definitively gains the 
upper hand in the novel’s first half, which appeared in installments between 
1792 and 1797. 

The second half of Modern Chivalry was published in three stages between 
1804 and 1815; like the second volume of The Algerine Captive, it brings a 
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decrease in satire and an escalation in didacticism. The captain recedes as a 
character, and Brackenridge steps forward ever more frequently to reprove 
Teague’s presumption in his own voice and to deliver lectures on the excesses 
of democracy. The occasional stridency and defensiveness of the authorial 
interventions suggest that ideas of republican virtue were under seige by 
liberal individualism. Satire and irony deteriorate into burlesque in Part II. 
Brackenridge carries his mockery of popular judgment and democratic level- 
ing to extravagant lengths in picturing life in the western territories. The 
multitude who saw fit to support Teague for Congress in Part I, blithely 
disregarding his lack of qualification and declaring that one candidate is as 
good as another, now apply the same logic to animals. When the inhabitants 
of a frontier settlement draw up a new constitution, they decree that animals 
will be eligible to vote and run for government positions. Brackenridge 
tirelessly repeats his book’s “great moral” about restraining ambition in office 
seekers, but his expostulations seem as quixotic as the captain’s in a commu- 
nity where the people elect panthers to office and admit hounds to the bar. 

The irony of Modern Chivalry is that Brackenridge’s growing exasperation 
with popular self-assertiveness merges into individualistic display. His aban- 
donment of the belletristic for the directive betrays his own collusion in 
nineteenth-century habits of thought. Almost half of Part Il was written in 
1815 at the threshold of the American Romantic age. As the authorial 
pronouncements become more overt and less mediated, one has the impres- 
sion of listening to a long-winded personal voice, a voice modulated by the 
stirrings of the individualistic spirit in literature. The Romantic “I” 
strangely materializes in the republican teacher (or preacher), and self- 
reflexivity increases along with civic reflections. 

The Brackenridge of Part II talks far more freely about himself and his 
feelings. He explains that he writes “to get ease, and allay pain,” or he 
advises readers to consult his book Incidents of the Insurrection in the Western 
Parts of Pennsylvania in the Year 1794. Cavalier disruptions of the text issue 
from the same voice but seem incompatible with its republican catechism. 
Brackenridge proposes that a chapter be “omitted in the subsequent edi- 
tions”; he observes at a break in the story, “There would seem here to be an 
hiatus in the manuscript, or the sheets misplaced. The editor cannot connect 
the narrative.” The formal disarray of the completed novel clashes with its 
professed allegiance to social order and hierarchy. The book is a self-conscious 
hodgepodge, a farrago, but more akin to the democratic multitude, who 
keep eliding distinctions, than to the republican captain. Modern Chivalry, in 
the very extremity of its desperation to rebuke the present, parrots the crazed 
logic, self-preoccupation, and willful modern temper it decries. 

The early novel’s ability to hold together premodern and individualistic 
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urges had clearly begun to unravel by the second decade of the nineteenth 
century. The decade’s end brought the breakthroughs of Irving and Cooper, 
who gave fresh inflections to the form by reimagining the relation between 
history or fact and subjectivity. John Neal and Samuel Woodworth, a pair of 
writers who are unread today, anticipated the Romantic revolution even as 
they demonstrated the exhaustion of the older mode. Neal had a colorful if 
short-lived reputation in the 1820s, when he befriended Edgar Allan Poe and 
produced a string of historical romances using native materials; the most 
readable, Rachel Dyer, appeared in 1828. Nathaniel Hawthorne cited Neal in 
lamenting the tardy development of an indigenous culture: “How slowly our 
literature grows up! Most of our writers of promise have come to untimely 
ends. There was that wild fellow, John Neal, who almost turned my boyish 
brain with his romances; he surely has long been dead, else he never could 
keep himself so quiet.” This was written in 1845; the prolific Neal, who 
continued publishing into the Gilded Age, did not die until 1875. 

Woodworth wrote The Champions of Freedom (1816), the first genuine 
historical romance published by an American and a direct antecedent of 
Cooper’s The Spy (1821). A literary jack-of-all-trades, he was best known to 
his contemporaries as a playwright and as the author of a popular song, “The 
Old Oaken Bucket,” which became a fixture in antebellum poetry antholo- 
gies. Neither Neal nor Woodworth has endured as a novelist because, unlike 
Irving and Cooper, neither managed to surmount the increasing instability of 
the form. Their work shows early American fiction coming apart under the 
strain of its internal divisions, divisions exacerbated by the rise of a Romantic 
sensibility after the War of 1812. 

Neal made his debut as a novelist in 1817 with a work that at first glance 
seems intent upon demolishing the past. Keep Coo/ mercilessly parodies just 
about every important eighteenth-century literary convention. Neal’s title 
page mocks the authorial poses of anonymity and gentility by attributing the 
novel to “Somebody” — the name is a fictitious one, the reader is solemnly 
informed — and adding the title of “Esquire.” A dedication to “His Country 
Women” explains that the writer will abstain from the usual protests of 
unworthiness — for what if his readers believed him? Next comes a review by 
the author of his own book in which he dismisses the idea that novels 
contribute to the literary prestige of the country, contending instead that 
“{t}rue patriotism . . . is to be quiet.” The review satirizes the ostentatious 
erudition of upper-class journals like the Monthly Anthology and the Portico 
(with which Neal was associated). Its italicized opening sentence announces 
that “America was discovered by Christopher Columbus, a Genoese, in the year 
1492” and supports the statement with a citation to Noah Webster’s dictio- 
nary; sixteen additional footnotes, most of them equally superfluous, crowd 
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nine pages of text. The spoofing continues into the first chapter, which 
features an old man who claims to be writing the novel and who utterly 
rejects the standard of factual accuracy: “I will ot draw from life — my 
characters shall be my own.” Neal’s title is itself a jibe at sentimental fiction’s 
appeal to the reader's emotions. Constantly interrupting the narrative at 
climactic moments, he commands his audience to “Keep Cool” and conducts 
them on verbose detours from the action. 

Such raillery is worthy of Irving and bespeaks an imagination emancipated 
from republican imperatives. Despite the injunction to keep cool, the imagi- 
nation at work is recognizably Romantic — impatient of convention, indiffer- 
ent to social utility, fascinated by the self. Neal’s high jinks keep threatening 
to overshadow the story with an exhibition of individual sensibility. This 
points to the fissured identity of Keep Coo/ as part burlesque, part courtship 
and adventure novel. The parodic commentary accompanies an unexceptional 
plot involving young lovers, their separation and trials, and their ultimate 
reunion. Particularly in the second volume, the parodic voice trails off, and 
the narrative degenerates into what it ridicules: a sentimental fiction laced 
with didacticism. Lectures on dueling, the plight of the Indians, and capital 
punishment now predominate, competing for the reader's attention with 
descriptions of the lovers’ predicaments, and Neal’s sporadic bursts of sar- 
casm seem wildly out of place. The effect is one of jarring incongruities, 
careenings between pedagogic earnestness and dismissal of it. Neal chafed at 
the postrevolutionary novel’s procedures, but as yet he did not see how to go 
beyond them other than by mockery. The historical romances he subse- 
quently wrote in an attempt to duplicate Cooper’s success are distinguished 
chiefly by the lurid violence and sexual titillation in which they far exceed 
their models. 

Cooper had his forerunners as well as his imitators in the writing of 
historical fiction, and not just on the other side of the Atlantic, where Sir 
Walter Scott was composing the Waverley novels. Among other indigenous 
examples, the Reverend Jeremy Belknap’s The Foresters (1792) 1s an allegory 
of the dispute between the colonies and Britain, and Rowson’s Reuben and 
Rachel, a fictionalized textbook written for young schoolgirls curious about 
“their native country,” surveys American history from the voyage of Colum- 
bus to the present. Rowson’s work in particular suggests how the early 
novel’s concern with factuality and instruction could metamorphose into 
something approximating a historical romance. But whereas national events 
serve mainly as background in Reawben and Rachel, Woodworth purports to 
interweave “private events . . . with the thread of public history” in The 
Champions of Freedom. This patriotic tale carries the imposing subtitle “The 
Mysterious Chief. A Romance of the Nineteenth Century, Founded on Events 
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of the War, Between the United States and Great Britain, Which Terminated 
in March 1815.” 

The Champions of Freedom can be considered the end point of the early 
novel, the book in which the form’s conflicting allegiances erupt into open 
warfare. Woodworth’s text reveals the difficulty, even the impossibility, of 
mediating any longer between the novel’s communal—factual side and its 
commitment to individual fulfillment. According to the preface, the story is 
simultaneously a true memorial to civic virtue, “the most correct and com- 
plete History of the recent War, that has yet appeared,” and a romance with 
the “sole end and aim” of expressing the artist's personality, a work so 
original that it resembles nothing “that has ever preceded it.” Though the 
ensuing narrative is supposedly readable either “as a history or a novel,” it 
defies any effort to read it as a composite work of art. 

The two strains of “Love and Patriotism,” as a chapter title has it, refuse to 
coexist amicably; their aversion becomes explicit as a theme and leads to 
startling divergences in style. A supernatural Indian figure known as the 
Mysterious Chief repeatedly warns the hero, George Washington Wil- 
loughby, not to allow his childhood sweetheart “to engross those affections 
which were to be devoted to your country. . . . for your country claimed 
you, and must have you undivided — entire.” Willoughby, who spends most 
of his time at the front, keeps a journal in which he records the daily progress 
of the war; his entries, consisting of military dispatches, detailed accounts of 
operations, and lists of officers singled out for bravery (sometimes numbering 
upwards of fifty names), litter the text like inert lumps of fact. Meanwhile, 
the romantic narrative goes forward, a tale of courtship and seduction that 
seems to have strayed from some other book, perhaps Charlotte Temple: “The 
too successful villain sprang from the sofa, clasped her in his rude embrace, 
and for some moments held the insensible sufferer locked in his unhallowed 
arms, rifling her pallid lips of their sweets.” 

It will be apparent that Woodworth’s claims to originality are highly 
inflated, yet there are passages not much superior to this in Cooper’s histori- 
cal fiction. Nor should the continuities be minimized: Woodworth is the 
native precursor whose failings are Cooper’s magnified and whose aspirations 
were realized in the country’s first great novelist. Beginning with The Spy, 
Cooper’s works show the lesions of the early novel’s identity crisis. Hybrids 
composed of military action and romantic entanglements, they abound in 
generic clashes and transfer the reader “from the hostile camp to the mansion 
of love” with a clumsiness that rivals The Champions of Freedom. Woodworth’s 
Mysterious Chief may even have provided a hint for Cooper’s enigmatic 
Harper from The Spy; the Indian unmasks in the novel’s last paragraph as an 
allegorical embodiment of the “Spzrit of Washington.” But Cooper goes well 
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beyond Woodworth in the privatizing of history. Whereas the author of The 
Champions of Freedom regards historical facts as a documentary record, with 
only tangential relation to the inner life of the characters, Cooper reconceives 
history as personal experience. He treats “factual truth” as a canvas on which 
the individual artist, emancipated from strict conformity to what actually 
happened, can paint as his imagination requires. 
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CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN 


N 1789, when he was just eighteen, Charles Brockden Brown published 

a poem in honor of Benjamin Franklin, only to find that an erring 

printer, “from zeal or ignorance, or perhaps from both, substituted the 
name of Washington.” The blunder, Brown relates in his journal, converted 
the Republic’s military savior into a mere philosopher and “made the subject 
ridiculous. Every word of this clumsy panegyric was a direct slander upon 
Washington, and so it was regarded at the time.” 

This early incident from Brown’s career can be read as a parable of his 
difficulties in trying to become a self-supporting author — a Franklin of 
letters — in a society dominated by republican ideals. Multiple lines connect 
the nation’s first “canonical” novelist to the self-made Philadelphia printer 
who delighted in novels and adopted a female persona in his earliest publica- 
tion. Like Franklin’s Autobiography, Brown’s fictions declare themselves to be 
acts of writing and hence products of print culture in contrast to the oral 
modes that previously held sway in America. In Brown’s hands, the native 
novel realizes its identity as a middle-class genre overtly concerned with 
social mobility and individual self-fulfillment. A recurrent motif in his 
work, as in Franklin’s, is sympathy for women and for the liberal project of 
female rights. Determined to treat literature as an occupation, not a gentle- 
manly pastime, Brown struggled to achieve independence by his pen. He was 
defeated in this goal most obviously because of his society’s inability to 
support a class of professional authors, an understandable deficiency in a 
predominantly agricultural people. But beyond this, Brown’s ambitions as a 
novelist foundered because he was reconceptualizing his medium as a private 
rather than a civic form. And in 1800, the public-spirited and corporate 
orientation of American culture still outweighed its individualistic side: the 
spirit of Washington overshadowed that of Franklin. 

So formulated, the parable is too neat and does not do justice to Brown’s 
own commitment to the idea of literary art as belonging to and serving the 
community. From the outset he emphasized the didactic aspect of his writ- 
ing. He self-consciously sought to purify the novel of its disreputable associa- 
tions in order to augment its influence for doing good. In the advertisement 
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for his first book-length fiction, the lost S&y Wa/k, Brown describes himself 
as a “story-telling moralist” who aims not merely to please “the idle and 
thoughtless” but to engage “those who study and reflect.” Wzeland; or, The 
Transformation (1798), the first novel he actually published, slightly varies 
the image of the novelist to “moral painter” and reasserts Brown’s claim to 
the serious reader’s notice by proposing to illustrate “some important 
branches of the moral constitution of man.” 

Brown’s accent on the novel’s societal obligation leads him to minimize his 
inventiveness as an artist. The fiction writer is a purveyor of truths, not a 
contriver of ingenious incidents that flaunt his creativity. “Facts have sup- 
plied the foundation of the whole,” Brown avers in his promotion for Sky 
Walk, a statement that could be applied to his fiction generally. Wzreland 
purports to be based on “an authentic case,” a gruesome murder reported in 
the Philadelphia Minerva that Brown assumes will be familiar to “most read- 
ers.” He also appeals to known facts or “historical evidence” for his accounts 
of the senior Wieland’s spontaneous combustion and Carwin’s ventriloquism; 
and he initiates the practice, followed by later novelists like James Fenimore 
Cooper and Herman Melville, of supplying footnotes in the text to corrobo- 
rate his narrative. 

What complicates Brown's deference to historical truth and social utility ts 
the highly problematic nature of his facts. His writing destabilizes the 
epistemological certainties of republican culture. Wzeland could easily be read 
as a confutation, even a parody, of the early novel’s proclaimed allegiance to 
narrative truthfulness, an allegiance that takes for granted the knowability of 
experience. Many of the “facts” in Brown’s tale are improbable to the point of 
arousing disbelief, and his appeals to evidence often have the air of private 
jokes, as in the arcane footnote that explains the senior Wieland’s death by 
referring the curious to the “researches of Maffei and Fontana” and to schol- 
arly journals on medicine and on Florence. The questions, How do we know 
something? and, What constitutes trustworthy evidence? are at the very 
heart of this novel about mysterious voices and the deceptiveness of sensory 
data; the text provides no satisfactory answers. Brown’s furnishing of a 
moral, or a number of morals, similarly produces more bewilderment than 
instruction. His narrator, Clara Wieland, variously counsels avoiding deceit, 
obtaining a proper upbringing, eschewing religious fanaticism, and guarding 
against one’s own frailties. The novel’s elusive and rather mercurial didacti- 
cism in effect authorizes the subjective judgment of the reader. “Make what 
use of the tale you shall think proper,” Clara urges on the first page; “I leave 
you to moralize on this tale,” she says on the last. 

Brown’s reluctance to preach to his readers reflects his belief that fictional 
narratives, whatever their moral benefits, are finally not synonymous with 
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overtly didactic modes like the oration and the sermon. He has a strong sense 
of the novel as a new kind of cultural artifact that differs from verbal perfor- 
mances. Public speech involves immediacy but also formality and the subordi- 
nation of the personal. The minister delivering a sermon 1s present to his 
parishioners, but his words are not a private revelation. Pervading Brown's 
text is an awareness of the novel as the inversion of oral practice, as a medium 
of distance and interiority. His art aligns itself with a far-reaching shift in 
American culture as a whole, a movement away from verbal forms to the 
constellation of values associated with writing and print. 

Throughout his fiction, Brown confers conspicuous visibility on acts of 
speech and writing. It is as though the transition in the culture from one type 
of discourse to the other has brought both to consciousness and made them 
accessible to scrutiny in works of literature. The early novel in general shares 
this focus to some extent, as indicated by the widespread preference in the 
eighteenth century for the epistolary form, which casts the main characters in 
the role of writers. But Brown’s work has few peers in its almost obsessive 
attention to speaking, hearing, reading, and writing. His novels teem with 
misplaced and discovered manuscripts, characters compulsively pouring out 
their life stories while other characters listen avidly, intercepted letters and 
overheard conversations, plagiarisms, forgeries, and verbal mimicries. Writ- 
ing is enough of a special acquisition in his fictional world to have the status 
of a craft: several characters, including Arthur Mervyn and Stephen Dudley 
(Constantia’s father in Ormond), find employment as scribes. People are 
constantly reflecting on the implications of oral versus written communica- 
tion. Edgar Huntly, protagonist of the novel of the same name, begins his 
tale by deploring the inadequacy of writing, which is unaccompanied by the 
“looks and gestures” of speech. Characters in Arthur Mervyn express opinions 
ranging from mistrust of “an innocent brow and a voluble tongue” to stric- 
tures upon books as secondhand experience. 

The displacement of the oral by the written figures importantly in Wée- 
land. Brown's first novel suggests that attitudes originating in a verbal, face- 
to-face culture can be highly inappropriate, even dangerous, in the mediated, 
text-governed social order coming into being in the late eighteenth century. 
The Wieland family, along with their good friend, Pleyel, belong to a 
traditional world of speakers and auditors. These close-knit characters consti- 
tute a community devoted to polite conversation, theatrical performances, 
and the practice of “Roman eloquence.” A bust of Cicero — the model of the 
republican orator — stands in the outdoor temple, and Clara’s brother Theo- 
dore entertains the family by delivering the renowned rhetorician’s speeches 
with suitable “gestures and cadences.” For the Wielands, communication 
takes place not at a remove but on an interactive basis; what they value is 
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immediacy. They have a history of hearing voices and construing them as 
direct utterances from an identifiable source, believed by the senior Wieland, 
and later by his son, to be God. Theodore’s urgent pleas to the Deity — “that 
I might be admitted to thy presence,” “that some unambiguous token of thy 
presence would salute my senses” — convey the family desire for unmediated 
access to a statement’s “author.” 

Brown’s narrative dramatizes the difficulty of knowing where voices come 
from and exposes the weakness in the Wielands’ trust in direct experience. The 
family is plunged into misunderstandings and finally tragedy when Carwin, 
the “double-tongued deceiver,” appears at the idyllic country retreat. Brown’s 
interest in ventriloquism suggests a coded preoccupation with the nature of 
writing. Carwin’s gift of counterfeiting voices endows him with the special 
power of the writer, the ability to communicate without being present to one’s 
audience. As Clara puts it, “He is able to speak where he is not.” Though 
Carwin’s motives are far from benign, he would be harmless if the other 
characters did not cling to a simplified, speech-based notion of communica- 
tion. They are misled by the ventriloquist’s impersonations because they 
assume that an individual must be wherever his or her voice is. They expect all 
communication to exhibit the immediacy of verbal interchange. 

Brown’s style in Wzeland and, indeed, in all his novels reinforces the point 
that writing and speech are distinct forms of utterance. His books seem 
almost to caricature the idea of a “writerly” text in which proximity yields to 
mediation. Many scholars have noticed his tendency to embed narratives in 
two, three, or even more additional narratives, so that stories are told at an 
ever greater remove from the original speaker. This pattern of removal sub- 
jects the reader to the same kind of uncertainty about authorial identity that 
the characters in Wieland too hastily try to dispel. The seemingly infinite 
regressions make it a daunting challenge to determine the source of the words 
on the page and provide a lesson in the necessity for caution. Brown’s 
fondness for the passive voice further contributes to one’s sense of being 
disconnected from the subject. A random page from Clara’s narrative turns 
up this extreme but not uncharacteristic illustration: “That conscious beings, 
dissimilar from human, but moral and voluntary agents as we are, some- 
where exist, can scarcely be denied. That their aid may be employed to 
benign or malignant purposes, cannot be disproved.” Brown’s prose in such 
passages is saturated with the ideology of an ascendant print culture: he 
produces writing that in its distance from the author proclaims its status as 
writing and pointedly demarcates itself from speech. 

Even Brown’s notorious haste in composing is consonant with the methods 
and values of writing as opposed to those of oral culture. Verbal art depends 
heavily on formulaic devices conducive to memorization. Repetition, parallel- 
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ism, foreshadowing, assonance, and consonance are among the distinguish- 
ing features of Homeric epics and other creations of oral art. Brown’s fiction 
is notable for both the absence and the disfigurement of such elements. His 
narratives have a rushed, unfinished quality, as though written at breakneck 
speed without attending to structural coherence. (In fact, Brown published 
six novels within three years.) His sentences can be overlong and convoluted 
but as often give an impression of being dashed off, with one short sentence 
following another in staccato fashion, like the jottings of an eighteenth- 
century Ernest Hemingway. 

The headlong thrust of Brown’s prose is countered by his addiction to 
Latin derivatives — he is anything but a colloquial writer — and by his use of 
techniques that impede and confuse his plots. His books abound not so much 
in parallels and portents as in digressions, loose strands, and subplots. He 
often seems to lose direction, introducing characters and incidents only to 
forget them. An example from Wéeland is the story of Louisa Conway’s 
family, which Brown mentions early on and then loses sight of until the final 
chapter, two hundred pages later, where he dispatches it with a quick sum- 
mary. What has struck almost all readers about these peculiarities is that they 
amount to egregiously sloppy writing. They are the faults, precisely, of bad 
written composition: Brown’s hurried carelessness asserts the writer’s free- 
dom from the need to remember. His prose carries the dispensations of print 
to extravagant lengths. The rapidity of his style and the afterthoughts and 
memory lapses of his plots are the antithesis of the integrated strategies of 
construction, the mnemonic mechanisms, necessary to oral storage. 

Brown’s repudiation of speech-inspired attitudes associates his fiction with 
the suppression of disruptive elements in the new Republic. The consolida- 
tion of established authority in the postrevolutionary era amounted to a print 
“counterrevolution. It was aimed against those persons in American society 
who inhabited an oral subculture where books other than the Bible and the 
almanac were practically unknown. These groups, which included disaffected 
farmers in the North and evangelicals in all regions of the country, found 
expression in popular verbal forms like extempore preaching and political 
oratory; they were people of the spoken, not the written, word. Their 
antideferential behavior thoroughly alarmed the elite in the turbulent de- 
cades after the war. The movement to check them deliberately devalued the 
immediacy of popular interchange; it culminated in a written document, the 
Constitution. 

The Constitution played a key role in the entrenchment of print ideology. 
The federal compact is the political counterpart to Wieland, informed like the 
novel by deep suspicion of the demand for unmediated access. James Madison 
points out in Federalist No. ro that the demagogue operates most dangerously 
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at the local, “in-person” level, and the Constitution seeks to circumvent this 
threat by vesting ultimate power in the national government. Against the 
classical republican ideal of active civic participation and the close account- 
ability of leaders — of immediacy, one might say — the Constitution attenu- 
ates the connection between rulers and the ruled and, through its complex 
system of federalism, sets authority at a distance from the citizen. In effect, 
the Constitution reproduces in the polity the essential feature of writing as 
opposed to speech, the nonpresence of the author. 

Brown’s attraction to “printedness” as a model also links his fiction to the 
rise of commerce. In America, print’s hegemony was historically as tied to 
the market as it was to politics. Trade was a vital motive — perhaps even the 
primary motive — for the spread of literacy and the diffusion of printed 
matter. Moreover, trade was closely bound up with the Republic’s transition 
to a modern society based on mediated relations. The agricultural economy of 
the eighteenth century depended on face-to-face transactions. The commer- 
cial system that gradually supplanted it involved transactions at a distance 
and often through the mediation of commodities. Like print, and like repre- 
sentative government, commerce displaced direct contact with indirect deal- 
ings. As Arthur Mervyn, Brown's novel of the commercial city, suggests, 
trade put a premium on dispassionate evaluation. 

After Wieland, Brown published three novels in rapid succession in an 
effort to establish himself as the Republic’s foremost fiction writer: Ormond; 
or The Secret Witness (1799), Edgar Huntly, or Memoirs of a Sleep-Walker (1799), 
and Arthur Mervyn; or Memoirs of the Year 1793 (1799-1800). He was eager to 
expand the subject matter of the American novel and to move the form in 
original directions that would enhance its standing with cultivated readers. 
For Brown, the “idle and thoughtless” were the addicts of sentimental love 
stories, most of them presumably women. The novelist had a low opinion of 
Samuel Richardson and of the profusion of titillating seduction tales con- 
sumed by eighteenth-century readers — tales that focused on the romantic 
ordeals of the heroine and that took their titles from women’s names: Pamela, 
Clarissa, Charlotte Temple. Such books unwittingly confirmed the civic- 
humanist prejudice that whereas men aspired to public virtue — from the 
Latin vr, for man — women, as creatures of privacy and the emotions, posed a 
threat to republican values. The novel was a female genre that had no place in 
American society. 

Brown's commitment to an edifying republican literature allies him to 
some extent with the gender binaries of his culture. His choice of titles 
expresses a resolve to resist the novel’s feminization: the four major works of 
fiction he published between 1798 and 1800 are all named for men. Yet in 
other respects Brown dissented from the civic humanist suspicion of the 
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female. His attachment to the modern configuration of print, individual self- 
realization, and the novel disposed him, much like Franklin, to identify with 
women. His early dialogue A/cwin (1798) is a plea for equality between the 
sexes, and two of his four major fictions, despite their titles, devote more 
space to female characters than to male ones. Wieland could easily have been 
called Clara Wieland, and his second novel, Ormond, is really a narrative about 
Constantia Dudley. This pattern of oscillation or ambivalence toward 
women’s perspective persisted throughout Brown’s career. 

Ormond is a tale of female independence and political conspiracy that turns 
the popular seduction novel into an intellectually ambitious hybrid. Brown 
takes the simple plot of a maiden resisting a seducer and complicates it with 
unexpected turns and speculations: the quest of Constantia Dudley to achieve 
economic self-support, a highly unusual condition for an eighteenth-century 
heroine; Constantia’s intense involvement, bordering on “romantic passion,” 
with her friend, Sophia Westwyn; and reflections on a woman’s plight that 
echo the arguments of A/cuin. For example, Constantia declines a marriage 
proposal because, as a woman living in postrevolutionary America, she would 
lose her separate identity by becoming a wife: “So far from possessing prop- 
erty, she herself would become the property of another.” 

The novel’s eponymous villain is no ordinary seducer. A utopian schemer 
and Bavarian Illuminatus, Ormond opposes marriage on theoretical grounds 
and is a master of disguises who excels at mimicry (another example of speech 
aping writing’s absence). He tries to seduce Constantia with rational argu- 
ments; when these fail, Ormond is so impressed by her intelligence and 
strength of character that he abandons his principles and proposes. His final 
effort to ravish her physically seems a concession to popular taste on Brown’s 
part, and the heroine’s stabbing of her attempted seducer in a deserted 
country residence marks a reversion to gothic melodrama. Constantia 
emerges as a desirable feminine mean between Helena Cleves, Ormond’s 
dependent mistress, and his sanguinary sister, Martinette de Beauvais, an 
enthusiast for liberty who has donned “male dress” to fight in both the 
American and French revolutions. 

As a novel, Ormond is a tissue of generic reversals or transfigurations; it 
replicates on the level of structure one of the most salient features of Brown’s 
work, the mutability of his characters. Martinette’s statement about her 
mother, “This woman was perpetually assuming new forms,” holds true for 
just about everyone in Brown’s fiction. People go mad, sleepwalk, wear 
disguises, and practice imposture. Doubles are everywhere, and the bound- 
aries between persons often seem to blur or dissolve altogether. In Ormond, 
the title character exemplifies this instability, metamorphosing from political 
visionary to would-be rapist and murderer; along the way, he uses his “facil- 
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ity in imitating the voice and gestures of others” to insinuate himself into 
people’s privacy, as when he gains access to the Dudley home by taking on 
the appearance of a chimney sweep. 

Criticism has variously accounted for these character permutations. They 
have been interpreted as an index to Brown’s nonmimetic, allegorical mode; 
as a reflex of the dislocations of postwar America; and as penetrating psycho- 
logical analysis. Multiple in meaning, the metamorphoses have a social 
dimension that gradually moves to center stage, becoming fully visible only 
in the saga of Arthur Mervyn’s way to wealth. But even in Ormond, there are 
repeated and chaotic examples of social mobility, alterations of a kind we 
have encountered elsewhere in the early novel. The Dudleys, whose history 
occupies much of the narrative, plunge “from the summit of affluence to the 
lowest indigence” and then are restored to prosperity. Helena, Martinette, 
and Sophia also experience “the vicissitudes of fortune.” Pursuing the com- 
parison to Benjamin Franklin, one might say that Brown’s novels, along with 
those of his compatriots, depict the randomness and incoherence of economic 
life in the federal period that Franklin sought to combat through his advo- 
cacy of rational acquisitive behavior. The characters in Ormond are impover- 
ished by unpredictable occurrences beyond their control — in Mr. Dudley’s 
case, being embezzled and going blind — and they are enriched by similarly 
accidental events, such as catching the eye of a benefactor or receiving an 
unexpected inheritance. 

Transformations keep piling up in Edgar Huntly, Brown’s most self- 
consciously “American” novel and the only one to go into a second edition 
during his lifetime. Indeed, in this book Brown prophetically helped to 
define what an American novel would be. A prefatory note boasts of breaking 
new (and indigenous) ground by spurning the well-worn paraphernalia of the 
English horror tale — “puerile susperstition and exploded manners, gothic 
castles and chimeras” — in favor of “the incidents of Indian hostility, and the 
perils of the western wilderness.” Cooper, with his Leatherstocking Tales, 
and Edgar Allan Poe, with his desolate landscapes and nightmarish caves, 
were among the later American writers to follow Brown’s lead. 

Edgar Huntly is a hallucinatory narrative in which the hero undergoes 
changes surpassing “the transitions of enchantment.” Mysteriously awaken- 
ing in a cave in the wilderness, Huntly enters an Ovidian realm of shifting 
forms where the boundaries and nature of the self are constantly in question. 
It turns out that he has been sleepwalking in unconscious imitation of 
Clithero Edny, a guilt-ridden Irishman whom he comes increasingly to resem- 
ble. In the course of his adventures, Huntly also acquires the qualities of 
animals and savages: “I disdained to be outdone in perspicacity by the lynx, 
in his sure-footed instinct by the roe, or in patience under hardship, and 
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contention with fatigue, by the Mohawk.” An interpolated story told by 
Clithero reinforces the novel’s picture of confused and inconstant identity. 
Clithero’s narrative concerns his benefactress, Mrs. Lorimer, and the twin 
brother with whom she thinks she shares a “copartnership in being.” This 
tale culminates in the Jrishman’s own disintegration into madness. By the 
time the two narratives converge and Huntly replaces Clithero as Mrs. 
Lorimer’s “son,” completing his identification with his demented double, 
little remains of the idea of a distinct and knowable self. 

Huntly’s compulsion is clearly psychological, but it has an acquisitive side 
as well. He identifies with Clithero because he wants to duplicate the Irish- 
man’s rise from rural poverty. Both men are discontented sons of struggling 
farmers, and Clithero’s tale of escaping his background rouses Huntly to 
crave and then literally to usurp the stranger’s bettered circumstances. The 
theme of social mobility comes to the fore during Huntly’s journey back to 
civilization. The hero pauses at three dwellings that summarize, as it were, 
his eventual career. The first is the miserable hut of Queen Mab, the second a 
modest farmhouse, and the third a prosperous abode betokening “beings 
raised by education and fortune above the intellectual mediocrity of clowns.” 
Huntly believes he can “claim consanguinity with such beings,” and the 
narrative vindicates his conviction by reuniting him with his former mentor, 
Sarsefield. Newly married to the wealthy Mrs. Lorimer, Sarsefield has re- 
turned to America to snatch his pupil “from a life of labor and obscurity.” 
Thus does Edgar supplant Clithero in Mrs. Lorimer’s protection, possibly 
even to seek the hand of Clarise, the look-alike niece to whom Clithero was 
once betrothed. Certainly Huntly has no intention of marrying his penniless 
fiancée, Mary Waldegrave — a change of mind that anticipates another of 
Brown's provincial young men on the make, Arthur Mervyn. 

Arthur Mervyn is Brown’s most substantial achievement and arguably the 
finest novel written by an American during the formative period. It is a 
prescient book, a harbinger of the triumph of individualism in society and of 
subjectivity in the novel. In two dense volumes Brown chronicles a raw 
youth’s encounter with the metropolis and his perilous climb to success. The 
story, set partly in Philadelphia and partly in the surrounding countryside, 
calls to mind Franklin’s celebrated ascent and is clearly intended as a major 
statement about American identity and prospects on the threshold of the new 
century. Here Brown turns directly to the social issues that are present but 
muted in his earlier fiction. He draws a graphic picture of a nation in 
transition from an agrarian to a commercial republic. Arthur Mervyn maps the 
social, psychological, and sexual coordinates of the emergent system, reveal- 
ing how central that system is to Brown’s ambitions as a novelist. 

“Walstein’s School of History,” a critical essay Brown wrote shortly after 


CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN 653 


the completion of the first volume of Arthur Mervyn, provides a valuable 
introduction to his novel. Commenting on the intellectual system of an 
author named Engel — a thinly disguised self-portrait — Brown declares that 
the most “extensive source” of human relations “is property. No topic can 
engage the attention of man more momentous than this. Opinions, relative 
to property, are the immediate source of nearly all the happiness and misery 
that exist among mankind.” Statements about the importance of the eco- 
nomic were not unusual in Brown’s time. The contemporaneous debate 
between Jefferson and Hamilton, centering on the opposition between owner- 
ship of land on the one side, and commercial and manufacturing forms of 
wealth on the other, looms in the background of Arthur Mervyn. Brown's 
views also resemble those of James Madison in Federalist No. 10, where 
Madison blames “the various and unequal distribution of property” as the 
principal cause of faction. In “Walstein’s School of History,” the novelist goes 
on to specify sex as a powerful, though secondary, determinant of human 
behavior. Well-being greatly depends, he says, “on the circumstances which 
produce, and the principles which regulate the union between the sexes.” 

Property and sexuality turn out to be closely related in Arthur Mervyn, 
which begins with the protagonist narrating his history to Dr. Stevens. 
Speech and rusticity go together here, as writing and privatized ambition are 
paired later. Arthur has recently arrived in Philadelphia, where he has been 
stricken with yellow fever, and in the novel’s first half he is basically a 
spokesman for the Jeffersonian persuasion. Agriculture, he often insists, is 
the mode of life most productive of happiness; he praises “fixed property and 
a settled abode” as the agrarian ideal. His adventures in Philadelphia initiate 
him into an inverted world where everything is in motion. Unlike stable 
land, property in the commercial city is inherently “portable,” consisting of 
merchandise and paper instruments that are easy to transport and convert 
into something else. Arthur expresses bafflement at this “floating or transfer- 


” 


able wealth,” the hallmark of which in the novel is its tendency to behave 
erratically. The urban setting is accordingly a scene of dramatic sociological 
transformations. Characters are well-off one moment and reduced to penury 
the next, and much of the action set in Philadelphia takes place either in 
sumptuous mansions or in debtors’ prison. The merchant Wortley attributes 
these extreme swings of fortune to commercial enterprise. “Happily,” he 
exclaims to Dr. Stevens, “you are a stranger to mercantile anxieties and 
revolutions. Your fortune does not rest on a basis which an untoward blast 
may sweep away, or four strokes of a pen demolish.” 

Brown holds up Thomas Welbeck as the very picture of “portable” man, as 
his novel develops an equation between property and temperament. Ex- 


changeability, instability, and liability to fraud are the dominant traits both 
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of paper money and of Welbeck’s character. The son of a bankrupt Liverpool 
merchant, as he confides to Mervyn, he was raised in a dependent condition 
and acquired habits that “debarred [him] from country occupations.” Unwill- 
ing to work, he turned at an early age to “dissimulation and falsehood” in 
order to support himself. When he appears in Philadelphia, Welbeck ts a 
forger and con-man whose identity seems as mercurial and inauthentic as his 
wealth. He has Arthur accompany him to a party and astounds the hero by 
the startling change that comes over him in public: so pronounced is the 
transformation from morose to outgoing that Mervyn can “hardly persuade 
{himself} that it was the same person.” Welbeck’s sexual attachments betray 
a similar pattern of mutability. He is a compulsive seducer whose affections 
are constantly straying or “transferring” themselves to a new conquest, and 
he hires Arthur because he hopes that his current mistress will become 
infatuated with the young man and so relieve him of an embarrassment. The 
two most important springs of human action, property and sexuality, are in 
Welbeck’s case contaminated by imposture: seduction is the emotional 
equivalent of forgery. 

Volume I of Arthur Mervyn presents a grim vision of a city in the grip of 
yellow fever. Brown works with the trope of illness as moral corruption to 
evoke an urban environment enveloped in spiritual as well as physical dis- 
ease. As the fever makes its deadly progress through the city, confidence men 
bilk honest merchants of their savings, and sexual predators dart from victim 
to victim. Philadelphia emerges as a locus of financial and erotic intrigue 
where property and affective life are as fickle as contagion. 

To the first volume’s Jeffersonian perspective, Volume II supplies a Hamil- 
tonian correction. Brown revises the negative image of Philadelphia, in part 
by accentuating the benefits of urban existence and in part by discrediting 
the idealized version of the country put forth by advocates of agrarianism. 
The opposition between “fixed” and movable wealth proves to have little 
meaning in a society where land has always been alienable. The second 
volume brings the almost immediate disclosure that Arthur’s father has sold 
the family farm and been fleeced of the money by his second wife. Nor is the 
rural Hadwin estate secure from predators: Eliza’s rapacious uncle Philip 
holds a mortgage on her father’s property that enables him to deprive the 
young woman of her inheritance. The idealization of the soil as “a settled 
abode” collapses before the reality of land as a ready object of purchase and 
sale. Moreover, fixedness as a condition diminishes in appeal for Arthur, who 
begins to covet geographic and social mobility and to extol the advantages of 
mixing with different classes and nationalities. His sympathies gravitate 
markedly to the metropolis as the novel progresses. On his first visit to 
Philadelphia, he explains to Dr. Stevens, he saw nothing save “scenes of folly, 
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depravity, and cunning.” But his second visit, in acquainting him with 
superior and cultivated city dwellers like Maravegli, Medlicote, and Stevens 
himself, produces a different impression: “If cities are the chosen seats of 
misery and vice, they are likewise the soil of all the laudable and strenuous 
productions of mind.” 

Arthur’s transfer of allegiance to the city sets in motion a paradigm shift: 
landowning, public-spiritedness, and emotional stability give way to com- 
mercial transactions, individualism, and impetuosity. The revolution in the 
hero’s thinking brings a new receptivity to urban forms of wealth. Welbeck, 
moments before dying, gives him Watson’s bills of exchange to return, and 
Mervyn transports the money to Baltimore where he presents himself for the 
promised reward. Questioned about his readiness to be paid for simply doing 
his duty, the hero brushes aside such scruples as overly fastidious and insists 
that “the money will be highly useful” to one in his condition. In the first 
volume he pleaded ignorance of transferable property; here he dazzles with 
his knowledge of bonds and contracts and gladly accepts “a check for the 
amount” of a thousand dollars. 

A significant mutation in Arthur’s behavior accompanies his change in 
outlook. As he habituates himself to the volatile urban economy, his actions 
become erratic and unpredictable. Bursting into the brothel run by Mrs. 
Villars, he is almost killed when he provokes her into firing a pistol at him. 
He also enters Mrs. Wentworth’s house without knocking and demands that 
she provide refuge for Clemenza (Welbeck’s discarded mistress). An alarmed 
Mrs. Wentworth rebukes him, “Your language and ideas are those of a 
lunatic.” And whereas in the first volume Arthur deplored “the folly of 
precipitate conclusions,” the second finds him defending rashness as a princi- 
ple of action. “I chuse the obvious path,” he states complacently, “and pursue 
it with headlong expedition. . . . we must not be inactive because we are 
ignorant. Our good purposes must hurry to performance, whether our knowl- 
edge be greater or less.” 

Mervyn's growing impulsiveness, his ever-greater reliance on what he 
feels, signals a new absorpticn with the self. Volume I focused on male 
characters like Welbeck and Stevens, but in Volume II wives and mothers 
monopolize the protagonist’s thoughts. He has effectively abandoned the 
public realm of men and duty for the private enclave of women and af- 
fectivity. Mervyn’s erotic needs were initially subsumed in everyday life; 
prudence and concern for others restrained individual desires. Arthur de- 
ferred his marriage to Eliza because of the uncertainty of her domestic situa- 
tion and because both felt obligations to family and friends. In the second 
volume, his happiness and sense of self-fulfillment become paramount. He 
conceives an infatuation for a wealthy older woman, Achsa Fielding, and 
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openly proclaims her “the substitute of my lost mamma.” A convert to 
Romantic sensibility, he expatiates endlessly on his feelings and is constantly 
taking his emotional temperature. The first volume’s champion of disinter- 
ested virtue now declares himself formed for no other purpose than to “love 
and be loved; to exchange hearts, and mingle sentiments.” 

Arthur’s romantic life evokes Thomas Welbeck, Brown's paradigmatic 
example of portable man. The upheaval in the hero’s affections recalls his 
former employer’s history of sexual indiscretions. Mervyn “transfers” his 
feelings from Eliza to Achsa, deciding that “the extreme youth, rustic sim- 
plicity and mental imperfections” of the farm girl no longer interest him 
beside the charms of the sophisticated English widow. His motives may or 
may not be culpable, but the image of love as promiscuous and mercenary 
seems, if anything, to darken in the second volume, which includes a major 
scene set in a whorehouse. If Welbeck is the perfect “lover” for such a world, 
Arthur shows considerable aptitude for a novice: the brothel is the place 
where he and Achsa (she has been lured there under false pretenses) first meet 
and discover their attraction for each other. 

The hero’s decision to marry Achsa is, in sum, a choice for the city over the 
country, for money over land, for individualism over republicanism, and for 
culture over rusticity. As an omen of the Republic’s future, the choice is as 
inevitable as it seems problematic, for the static agrarianism of the first 
volume patently fails as an adequate response to the realities of turn-of-the- 
century America. Although Brown makes it more appealing to rise in the 
world than to remain stationary, doubts about the future linger because of the 
persistent ambiguities surrounding Arthur’s character. The protagonist’s op- 
portunism, which many characters find offensive, seems remarkably naked 
toward the end, as when he betrays his eager interest in Achsa’s wealth by 
first asking, “Has she property? Is she rich?” and only then asking, “Has she 
virtue?” The sequence of questions recapitulates his metamorphosis from a 
Jeffersonian to a Hamiltonian, from “virtue” to “commerce,” and might well 
have been uttered by Welbeck. Mervyn freely admits that “[m]ly knowledge 
of Welbeck has been useful to me,” and the novel leaves one troubled at how 
faithfully in some respects the “copyist” hero takes after his mentor. 

It 1s precisely here, in the narrative’s equivocal portrait of Mervyn, that 
Brown mounts his most cogent defense of the culture of writing and print. 
Writing as an activity increases in prominence in the novel as Arthur assumes 
his urban identity. The erstwhile “plowman” evolves into a “penman” as well 
as an owner of liquid assets and a connoisseur of feelings. His first job in 
Philadelphia is as Welbeck’s scrivener, and though he tells his adventures to 
Stevens in the first volume, he writes them down himself in the second. He 
makes a variety of pronouncements about “the pen and the book,” commend- 
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ing them as “instruments of rational improvement” but also faulting their 
lack of immediacy: “they charm not our attention by mute significances of 
gesture and looks. They spread no light upon their meaning by cadences and 
emphasis and pause.” Arthur furnishes his written account at the request of 
Mrs. Wentworth, who is moved by his direct appeal for trust but resists 
putting faith in his spoken assurances. 

The question of Arthur’s credibility was hardly raised in Volume I; it 
becomes a pervasive preoccupation in Volume II as skepticism about his 
motives proliferates. Is he truthful or deceitful, a basically honorable youth 
seeking to better himself or a crafty con-man hiding behind a plausible 
exterior? What is certain is that the reader trying to resolve this puzzle has an 
advantage over the characters themselves, an advantage consisting in the very 
distance and mediation disliked by the hero. For the proximity of verbal 
intercourse, Brown suggests, can hinder rational reflection. As Dr. Stevens 
remarks, Arthur’s personal magnetism disarms the possibility of criticism: 
“Had I heard Mervyn’s story from another, or read it in a book, I might, 
perhaps, have found it possible to suspect the truth; but, as long as the 
impression, made by his tones, gestures and looks, remained in my memory, 
this suspicion was impossible.” For the reader, who of course encounters 
Mervyn’s words in a book, this statement amounts to an invitation to ap- 
proach the text in a detached and critical spirit. Far from being a liability, 
writing empowers the kind of dispassionate evaluation that speech inhibits. 
“Suspicion” — or, to put it more neutrally, considered judgment — is the 
obligation and the benefit of print culture. 

Novels have a special relation to print, and Brown’s novels in particular 
claim a bond with the ascendant world of the market. Among the imagina- 
tive arts, the novel is peculiarly a printed genre: unlike poems and plays, 
novels are neither recited nor performed. Brown highlights the novel’s reli- 
ance on mediation by attenuating the link between words and their source 
and by establishing a dense, enigmatic moral universe to challenge the reader 
to “study and reflect.” The analytic disposition his works require is, accord- 
ing to Arthur Mervyn, an essential attribute of life in an urban, commercial 
society. Wortley is the most outspoken of the book’s characters in his reluc- 
tance to “give full credit” to the hero’s story, and he imputes his habit of 
suspicion to his experiences as a merchant. Trade, he says to Dr. Stevens, 
teaches the wisdom of suspending judgment: 


[Y Jour confidence in smooth features and fluent accents should have ended long ago. 
Till I gained from my present profession some knowledge of the world, a knowledge 
which was not gained in a moment, and has not cost a trifle, I was equally wise in my 
own conceit; and, in order to decide upon the truth of any one’s pretensions, needed 
only a clear view of his face and a distinct hearing of his words. My folly, in that 
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respect, was only to be cured, however, by my own experience, and I suppose your 
credulity will yield to no other remedy. 


Wortley’s view of business as an investigative activity is analogous to 
Brown’s description of the novel as a genre demanding interpretive rigor. 
Both the work of fiction, as Brown conceptualizes it, and the emergent social 
economy require an ability to interrogate the assertions and trustworthiness 
of others to arrive at a true estimate of character. One could say that the novel 
retains a revised “use” value as pedagogy: the difficulties of Arthur Mervyn 
compel readers to engage in incessant scrutiny of words and actions, a skill 
that can abet survival in the marketplace. The epistemologically and morally 
ambiguous universe of Brown’s fiction, an imaginative world evocative of the 
nineteenth-century Romantic canon, grows out of his ambition to create a 
literature commensurate with the complexities of postagrarian America. 

Within months after completing Arthur Mervyn, Brown — rather like his 
hero — turned his attention to the domain of women. The move represented a 
departure from his “major phase.” Prompted by his anxious desire to succeed 
as a professional author, Brown decided to try his hand at the sentimental 
fiction he had previously dismissed as adapted to readers seeking amusement 
only, not mental stimulation. Although Edgar Huntly enjoyed a degree of 
popular success, none of his four novels earned much money, and his brothers 
were pressing him to abandon literature and enter the family mercantile 
business. At this juncture it is Brown’s career rather than his art that fore- 
casts the future: his venture at “popular tales,” as he termed them, prefigures 
Melville’s plan to write a domestic novel after the failure of Mody-Dick and 
Hawthorne’s determination to follow The Scarlet Letter with works featuring 
happy endings. In a letter to one of his brothers, Brown conceded that “most 
readers” would object to the “gloominess and out-of-nature incidents” of his 
writing, “which alone,” he continued, “is a sufficient reason for dropping the 
doleful tone and assuming a cheerful one.” The result was a pair of epistolary 
romances turned out with the novelist’s customary rapidity, Clara Howard 
and Jane Talbot, both of which appeared in 1801. The two books aspire to 
greater seriousness than the average sentimental narrative, but neither pos- 
sesses the intellectual energy and sheer strangeness of Brown’s superior fic- 
tion. A contemporary reviewer had a point when he found Jane Talbot so 
deficient in “vigour of imagination” that he wondered whether it was “an 
awkward imitation by some other hand.” 

But not the whole point. There is something fitting about Brown ending 
his active career as a novelist with the only two of his tales that have female 
names as titles. In both his support for women’s rights and his quest to 
establish authorship as an independent vocation, Brown was in advance of 
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republican culture, a proponent of liberalism and the market ethos. With his 
turn to women’s subjects, he brought the two goals into harmony: the 
romances constituted a last appeal to the already feminized reading public 
and capped his attempt to earn a living as a fiction writer. But harmony, 
ironically, took its toll on his art: an energizing tension was lost, and without 
it Brown’s writing could not sustain its singularity and power. When the 
books failed, he relinquished the goal of treating the novel as a profession. 
Thereafter he moved steadily away from the “Franklin” side of his thinking 
and reanimated the “Washington” strain. The last decade of his life saw 
Brown transform himself into a gentleman of letters and revert to the factual, 
public orientation of eighteenth-century literature. 

The initial stages of this development antedated the disappointing popular 
response to his fiction. In 1799, Brown embarked on a second career as 
journal editor by founding the Monthly Magazine and American Review. The 
magazine encountered difficulties in promotion and distribution from the 
outset and folded after just eighteen issues. Three years later he launched a 
second periodical, The Literary Magazine and American Register, and main- 
tained it until 1806; reborn the next year as the semiannual American Register, 
or General Repository of History, Politics, and Science, it continued until his death 
in 1810. The last journal, as its title suggests, was a compendium of state 
papers, intelligence culled from the press, and literary and scientific informa- 
tion, material for the most part in the public domain; reversing the direction 
of Brown’s novels, it made a fetish of factuality. The novelist, or rather 
former novelist, now repudiated the ideal of the self-supporting writer. 
Addressing his readers in the maiden issue of The Literary Magazine, Brown 
displayed the familiar signs of amateurism. He voiced “insuperable aversion 
to naming himself,” vowed that nobody depended on the magazine for a 
subsistence, and, professing shame at what he had written in the past, 
recanted his productions as a novelist. Several pages later, he wrapped him- 
self in the patrician mantle of the scribbling gentleman: 


While the poor author, that is to say, the author by trade, is regarded with indifference 
or contempt, the author, that ts, the man who devotes to composition the leisure 
secured to him by hereditary affluence, or by a lucrative profession or office, obtains 
from mankind an higher, and more lasting, and more genuine reverence, than any 
other class of mortals. As there is nothing I should more fervently deprecate than to 
be enrolled in the former class, so there is nothing to which I more ardently aspire, 
than to be numbered among the latter. 


Not long before making this statement, Brown had become a political 
pamphleteer speaking out on issues of national concern. In this avatar, he had 
less in common with the canonical Romantics of the nineteenth century than 


660 REVOLUTIONARY AND EARLY NATIONAL PERIODS 


with the revolutionary statesmen who took up their pens for the specific 
purpose of advancing the commonweal. Having entered into a business 
association with his brothers, Brown embraced the Federalist politics of the 
commercial class to which his family belonged. In 1803, he published a 
widely read address calling for immediate annexation of the Louisiana terri- 
tory and denouncing the Jeffersonians for supposedly dragging their feet on 
the matter because of their sympathy for France. Three other pamphlets 
criticizing Jefferson’s policies followed, including a far-reaching, philosophic 
attack on the Embargo, An Address to the Congress of the United States (1809). 
Here Brown openly espoused the “Court” ideology that underlies Arthur 
Mervyn: he rejected agrarian self-sufficiency as an impractical goal for either 
individuals or nations, and he prophesied a time when the United States 
would equal the countries of Europe as a commercial and manufacturing 
power. Such a future would entail losses as well as benefits, Brown admitted, 
but its coming was unavoidable, dictated by the zeal with which Americans 
pursued trade and by the reality that they, like other peoples, were activated 
by the promotion of their own self-aggrandizement. 

We can see, then, that the Franklin side or individualistic element in 
Brown’s work never wholly disappeared. The public man of letters was not a 
classical republican counseling civic virtue but someone with a strong sense 
of, and respect for, the principle of self-interest. What might be called the 
return of the cultural repressed in Brown — his forsaking of the novel for 
more communal, eighteenth-century forms of writing — was an unstable 
process, always harboring within itself an opposing impulse toward the 
private. Toward the end of his life, Brown was not only editing magazines 
and composing polemics but also experimenting with historical fiction or 
fictionalized history. As early as 1799, he published two stories about histori- 
cal events, “The Death of Cicero” and “Thessalonica,” and at his death he left 
behind fragments of a massive manuscript concerning an imaginary British 
family named the Carrils. These works echo the skepticism about facts 
evident in Wzeland, and though not dealing with native subjects, they can be 
said to look ahead to Irving’s History of New York (1809) and Cooper’s The Spy 
(1821), two landmarks in the evolution of American literature. Brown’s 
stories and his unfinished saga of the Carrils rehearse the necessary ground- 
clearing strategy of American Romanticism. They depose history from its 
cultural eminence by subjectivizing it, and they defy the republican aesthet- 
ics of self-suppression by treating the realm of public events and persons as 
the malleable clay of the artist’s imagination. 


5 
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WASHINGTON IRVING 


ASHINGTON IRVING has as good a claim as anyone to the title 

“Father of American Literature.” Born in 1783, the year the 

United States won its freedom, and named for the military hero 
venerated as the Father of His Country, Irving was the first American to 
make a successful vocation of authorship. Although contemporaries both at 
home and abroad recognized his seminal importance as the man who declared 
the nation’s literary independence, later readers have dealt less kindly with 
Irving. Most have ignored his claims to precedence and dismissed him as 
inherently less interesting and “modern” than either James Fenimore Cooper, 
who followed him historically, or Charles Brockden Brown, who never at- 
tracted a popular readership. “Father of American Literature,” in this sense, 
implies that Irving belonged to an outdated phase of culture — archaic and 
pre-Romantic, too remote to engage twentieth-century sensibilities. 

Much in Irving’s career and work lends support to this view. He portrayed 

himself as an antiquated gentleman and idler who felt out of place in the 
bustling present and had no interest in the commercial side of letters. Avoid- 
ing the novel, the genre of a modernizing civilization, he worked in forms 
— the essay serial, the sketch, the history — that now seem old-fashioned or 
somehow inappropriate for a creative artist. His writing remained imprinted 
with the “residual” features of eighteenth-century culture: anonymity, col- 
laboration, regard for factuality coupled with uneasiness about originality, 
and an understanding of literature as communal possession. 

This backward-looking man of letters, disparaged even in his own time as 
derivative, was nonetheless an innovator who established American writing 
on a new footing as a viable profession. Irving performed the essential service 
of assaulting from within some of the very forms and suppositions he helped 
tO perpetuate, among them the ideas that literature had to serve a useful 
function and that it owed deference to facts. His achievement signals the 
simultaneous “disembedding” of the American artist and of literary creation, 
their disentanglement from surrounding matrices: he legitimated the writer 
as writer, someone distinct from other occupations, and he vindicated the 
artwork as just that, a work of art and not a vehicle for moral or civic 
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instruction. In complicated ways, Irving’s pose of obsolescence made these 
breakthroughs possible. His conservative allegiances both obstructed and 
facilitated his undeniable modernity. The regressions of his later career, when 
he wrote patriotic histories and biographies and sought government appoint- 
ments, can be read as atonement for having dared, as he observed in 1803, to 
take “the guilt of originality upon his shoulders.” 

Irving emerged out of the periodical and belletristic setting of the late 
eighteenth century. He broke into print in 1802 with Letters of Jonathan 
Oldstyle, Gent., an anonymous serial he contributed to a newspaper edited by 
his brother Peter. Here Irving comes across as a Joseph Dennie who can laugh 
at himself, an “Oliver Oldschool” without the venom. Though only nineteen 
years old, he adopted the traditional mask of an elderly bachelor and an- 
nounced his opposition to “the degeneracy of the present times.” The theme 
of estrangement from contemporary life, from innovation in manners, poli- 
tics, and the arts, dominates the nine Letters, two-thirds of which deal with 
Oldstyle’s experiences at New York’s Park Theater. A bemused but critical 
picture of democratic culture takes shape, as boisterous egalitarianism and 
pandering to the popular taste prevail at the expense of dramatic art. The 
theatergoers show little capacity for sustained attention and rudely make 
known their wishes by “stamping, hissing, roaring, and whistling.” When 
Oldstyle objects to the constant clamor during a performance, his friend 
Andrew Quoz reminds him that the patrons “have paid their dollar, and have a 
right to entertain themselves as well as they can.” The problem of finding a 
satisfactory relation to the expanding democratic public would long vex 
Irving, for whom the testiness of the “Oldstyle” had a genuine appeal; his 
creation of an alternative persona, still a gentleman but more respectful of the 
common reader, lay well in the future. 

Irving’s next important work also grew out of periodical culture but 
represented a self-conscious parodying of its conventions. For several years he 
continued to publish anonymously in New York newspapers and to partici- 
pate in an informal literary club variously known as the “Nine Worthies,” the 
“Lads of Kilkenny,” and the “Ancient and Honorable Order.” A collaborative 
effort with two members of the club, his brother William and James Kirke 
Paulding, led in 1807 to Salmagundi; or, The Whim-Whams and Opinions of 
Launcelot Langstaff, Esq. & Others. Issued in twenty paperbound numbers like 
a magazine, Salmagundi satirizes the time-honored ingredients of the essay 
serial. It sends up fashion notes, theater criticism, and the familiar letters 
from a foreign visitor, and it directs mockery at the presumed didactic or use 
value of letters. Langstaff and his companions repeatedly avow their prefer- 
ence for the antique and the obsolete but reveal themselves to be forward- 
looking in at least this one respect, their insouciance about the betterment of 
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the public. “[W]e write for no other earthly purpose,” they state, “but to 
please ourselves,” and they vow to discontinue the serial when they tire of it, 
no matter what their readers think. 

Although the note of defying the audience in this passage is lighthearted, 
it reflects Irving’s serious concern with the possible costs of success in a 
democratizing, capitalist society. The patrician in him recoiled from the 
vulgar courting of the multitude he saw as endemic to the United States, a 
country, he wrote, where “a man must first descend” before he can hope to rise. 
His most barbed contribution to Salmagundi, “On Greatness,” describes a 
political bounder named Timothy Dabble who exemplifies the sycophancy 
Irving despised. Dabble toadies to party bigwigs and fawns upon the mob to 
get ahead, “until having gathered together a mighty mass of popularity, he 
mounts it in triumph, is hoisted into office, and becomes a great man, and a 
ruler in the land.” The pseudonymous authors of Sa/magundi firmly distin- 
guish themselves as gentlemen of letters from the Dabbles of the world. They 
give thanks that “we are not like the unhappy rulers of this enlightened land, 
accountable to the mob for our actions, or dependent on their smiles for 
support.” Even in a republic, Irving insists, literature must not imitate 
politics as a solicitation of popular favor. 

Another piece in Salmagundi, “The Little Man in Black,” proposes a coun- 
terimage to the mob-flattering “great man.” The unnamed subject of the 
sketch, who goes about with a large book under his arm, “becomes a mark for 
injury and insult” because he fails to conform to communal norms. He keeps 
to himself, follows no known trade, and seems unambitious “of earning a 
farthing,” eccentricities that arouse the fear and detestation of his neighbors. 
It turns out that the little man in black is a harmless antiquarian who has 
been studying the literary remains of an ancestor; social ostracism harries him 
to an impoverished death. The stirrings of Romantic sensibility are unmistak- 
able in this portrait of a bookish outsider who represents the first fully 
differentiated artist in American literature. Unlike Brown’s tellers and writ- 
ers, Irving's scholar is purely a literary man, with no other occupation. He 
stands apart from and is even set against the realm of ordinary existence. The 
little man in black symbolizes the separateness of the aesthetic, art’s emer- 
gent differentiation from the practical and social. 

Irving’s career developed out of the complex dynamic between Timothy 
Dabble and the little man in black. The two figures foreshadow his evolution 
into an immensely popular though seemingly unworldly artist. Dabble corre- 
sponds to the international celebrity who cultivated the patronage of Sir 
Walter Scott, mastered the art of promotion, and gave the public on both 
sides of the Atlantic what they wanted. The black-cloaked scholar, a forerun- 
ner of Diedrich Knickerbocker and Geoffrey Crayon, typifies the role Irving 
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assumed in his writing, the quaint book lover and “very good for nothing 
kind of being.” But reality and persona were more interdependent than this 
division suggests. The self-promoter and the “pure” antiquarian were both 
symptoms of cultural specialization: the artist as entrepreneur or profes- 
sional, and the artist as artist and nothing else. The two figures flourished in 
tandem if nominally in opposition, and the later Irving would find it increas- 
ingly difficult to keep them compartmentalized, as he had in Salmagundi. 

In 1807-8, though he still personified the gentlemanly dilettante, Irving 
was about to effect a major change in his career. Writing had been a part-time 
pursuit he engaged in with friends and family while casually preparing to 
enter the legal profession; he expected only meager returns. Assigning his 
copyright in Sa/magundi to the printer—publisher, he relinquished ownership 
of his literary property and received a pittance for his labors. Nor was A 
History of New York (1809), the book that secured him a national reputation, 
originally conceived in any other way. As Irving recollected forty years later, 
the History began as a “jeu d’esprit,” a parody of a New York guidebook, and 
was planned as a joint venture with his brother Peter. But when Peter went 
abroad to run the English branch of the family business, Washington cast off 
the restraints of eighteenth-century authorship and took calculated steps 
toward making letters pay. He wrote and published the Hzstory himself, this 
time retaining the copyright, and he orchestrated a clever pre- and postpubli- 
cation advertising campaign in the newspapers. The result was an unprece- 
dented success, netting Irving between two and three thousand dollars, the 
most money ever earned by an American for a work of prose fiction. 

The History represented a watershed not simply because it demonstrated 
fiction’s profitability, but also because it subverted the dominant literary 
categories of the past. Its target was the constellation of attitudes that 
conferred unrivaled prestige on history writing and that inhibited the devel- 
opment of the aesthetic imagination. When Irving composed his comic 
masterpiece — and, indeed, for years afterward — historical works lorded it 
over fiction, plays, and even poetry in the American cultural pantheon. 
Unlike these more fanciful genres, which might or might not serve a benefi- 
cial purpose, history was “philosophy teaching by examples,” as Bolingbroke 
famously said: it inculcated virtue in its readers by holding up illustrious 
lives and actions for imitation. It was also believed to be objectively true, a 
record of factual occurrences and not an imaginary, hence a false and mislead- 
ing, account of experience. History comported unusually well with the age’s 
communitarian emphasis in that it dealt with public information and mini- 
mized the subjective or individualistic element in literature. 

Works of history enjoyed a special vogue after the War of Independence, 
when they fostered patriotism by memorializing the Republic’s distinctive 
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merits. Between 1783 and 1815, historical narratives recounting the strug- 
gle with Britain and exhorting the country’s youth to renewed dedication 
poured from American presses. Overwhelmingly celebratory, these works 
told a national success story, the “Rise and Progress” of the Revolution. 
Other literary forms written and published by Americans in the same period 
traded on history’s greater prestige by presenting themselves as truthful 
chronicles. The novel in particular, with its claim to be based on “fact” or 
“truth,” aped history’s methods. It attests to the obstinacy of these prejudices 
that both Irving and Cooper, contrary to their own most original impulses, 
continued to esteem histories as weightier and more worthwhile than “made 
up’ writings. 

Irving’s burlesque narrative of New York “From the Beginning of the 
World to the End of the Dutch Dynasty” feigns high regard for the factuality 
and usefulness identified with history writing. It incorporates genuine histori- 
cal research, ostentatiously paraded before the reader with daunting foot- 
notes, and it bears an effusive dedication from Diedrich Knickerbocker to the 
New-York Historical Society. A prefatory note “To the Public” extols “faith- 
ful veracity” for its pedagogical value and pledges to maintain “the strictest 
adherence to truth”; passages scattered throughout warn against the “poetic 
disportings of the fancy.” The circumstances surrounding the Hzstory’s publi- 
cation reinforced its air of seeming official. The year, 1809, marked the 
bicentenary of Henry Hudson’s discovery of New York. The Historical Soci- 
ety gave a ceremonial dinner to observe the occasion at which the Reverend 
Samuel Miller, author of A Brief Retrospect of the Eighteenth Century and a voice 
of genteel culture, delivered a tribute. Miller had been compiling material 
about New York for an authoritative history; Irving’s book preempted him, 
and he never finished it. To publicize the Hzstory, Irving ran notices in local 
newspapers concerning Knickerbocker’s disappearance from the hotel where 
he supposedly lodged. An announcement from Seth Handaside, the landlord, 
explained that the Hzstory was being published to discharge the missing 
author’s debts. 

All this genuflecting to facts was in the service of toppling history from its 
cultural preeminence and made the spoof Irving actually wrote all the more 
effective. The age palmed off fictions as truthful narratives; Irving reversed 
the procedure by turning history into fiction and so jumbling actual events 
and sources with invented ones that it seems impossible to disentangle them. 
Laughter and confusion deflate history’s authority as the realm of truth. 
Irving’s accomplishment was at once liberating and privatizing and helped to 
clear the way for American Romanticism. He freed the imagination to invent 
its own version of the world, and he converted the common heritage of all 
New Yorkers into the unique fantasy — the highly marketable fantasy, as it 
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proved — of an individual. Irving also undercut the requirement that litera- 
ture had to improve the reader. Knickerbocker’s claims for the utility of 
history swell into the ironically grandiose insistence that historians “are the 
benefactors of kings — we are the guardians of truth — we are the scourgers of 
guilt — we are the instructors of the world — we are — in short, what are we 
not!” Just behind this litany lurks the belief that literature is innocent of 
social and didactic designs, that it makes nothing happen other than to 
entertain its audience. Knickerbocker’s inflated rhetoric implicitly renews 
the distinction between art and “real” life made in “The Little Man in Black” 
and points ahead to the overt disavowals of that self-confessed idler and 
aesthete Geoffrey Crayon. 

Seen in another aspect, the History preserves a civic function as a conserva- 
tive challenge to the emergent liberal consensus. Instead of glorifying na- 
tional progress, Irving relates a tale of declension in which America, symbol- 
ized by the fictional New Amsterdam, begins as “a second Eden” and then 
succumbs to the forces of democracy and materialism represented by the 
Yankees. The Hzstory directs its sharpest satire at Thomas Jefferson as the 
verbose William the Testy, the Dutch governor who fatally weakens the 
province with “his unfortunate propensity to experiment and innovation.” 
Part Federalist jeremiad, and part exercise in mythmaking, the book con- 
trasts the degenerate present to an imagined moment of organic harmony 
located in the past. Its ideal community is the original settlement ruled over 
by Wouter Van Twiller and untroubled by either the “busy hum of com- 
merce’ or the insolence of the “sovereign people.” 

What gives the Hzstory its radically dissident edge is Irving’s awareness 
that all histories are partial and reflect the viewpoint of the winners. His 
discussion of the seizure of Indian lands in Book I exposes the partisanship of 
early narratives of European settlement. Irving reduces the usual justifica- 
tions of Indian displacement — the natives were infidels, agriculture was 
unknown to them, they lived like vagabonds, and so forth — to a simple 
matter of power. No claim to the soil, he writes, could be more irrefutable 
than the one asserted by the white settlers in practice: “the RIGHT BY 
EXTERMINATION, or in other words, the RIGHT BY GUNPOWDER.” 
And he goes on to imagine a scenario in which the inhabitants of the moon, 
“as superior to us in knowledge, and consequently in power, as the Europeans 
were to the Indians,” alight on this planet and, after despoiling us of our 
property, “graciously” allow us to reside in “the torrid deserts of Arabia, or 
the frozen regions of Lapland.” 

As this conceit suggests, Irving stands outside the national orthodoxy that 
sanctioned the massive Indian removals of the nineteenth century in the 
name of progress. He criticizes from the right, from the “Oldstyle” perspec- 
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tive of someone deeply skeptical about the putative advancements and moral 
authority of middle-class civilization. His debunking of history leads to an 
explicit (if fitful) rehierarchizing of the genres and to an avowal that the 
workings of the fancy can disclose more about the past than documented 
accounts. In two pieces contributed to the Analectic Magazine in 1814 and 
later reprinted in The Sketch Book, “Traits of Indian Character” and “Philip of 
Pokanoket,” Irving attacks history writing at its alleged strong points, its 
instructional value and commitment to truth. He charges the early historians 
of America with “prejudice and bigotry” in their narratives of Indian warfare, 
and he mounts a powerful case for the greater integrity and inclusiveness of 
imaginative literature. The sufferings of the natives had no “friendly hand” to 
record them and would be lost to posterity were it not for “the romantic 
dreams of the poet.” These alone can give access to the thoughts of a King 
Philip and, by redeeming the wronged warrior from the distortions of his 
enemies, “awaken sympathy for his fate.” Elsewhere Irving would portray 
fiction as a category of value in its own right, not a medium competitive with 
history; here he sees it as besting historians on their chosen ground and 
creating a space for opposition to “official” versions of events. 

That the intellectual and aesthetic daring of the Hzstory is inextricable 
from its conservatism, emerges finally from Irving’s reliance on Diedrich 
Knickerbocker as narrator. Knickerbocker closely resembles the quaint old 
bachelors of the earlier works. He unites the penniless antiquarian of “The 
Little Man in Black” with the crotchety elitists of the Letters and Salmagundt. 
He claims to hate novelty, to revere the past, and to feel nothing but 
contempt for the opinions of “the mob, since called the enlightened people.” 
Yet this upholder of tradition ushers American literature into the modern 
era. One of the oddities of the Hzstory is Knickerbocker’s unwitting kinship 
with his apparent opposite, William the Testy, the character in the book who 
embodies the rage for change and who represents the disruptive Yankee 
element already existing within placid Dutch civilization. Like Testy, Ir- 
ving’s bookish persona is “a man of many words and great erudition,” more 
than a match for the windy governor in the construction of a world out of 
language. He quotes ancient and modern authorities, spouts theories, and 
has few equals among American narrators — perhaps none until Melville’s 
Ishmael — in his love of talk. 

These affinities underline Knickerbocker—Irving’s implication in the 
democratic, market culture of which Testy is a harbinger. They point to 
Irving’s Testy-like “propensity to experiment and innovation” and to his use 
of Knickerbocker to overturn literary convention and market a best-seller. 
Toward the conclusion of the Hzstory, Knickerbocker himself softens his 
archconservatism and takes a more conciliatory tone with the much-despised 
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public. In Book VI, he invites those readers who have accompanied him since 
the title page to “join hands, bury all differences, and swear to stand by one 
another, in weal or woe, to the end of the enterprize.” This companionable 
guise accommodates market realities far better than antagonism and became 
Irving’s trademark as a writer, placing him at the opposite end of the cultural 
spectrum from the combative Cooper, his fellow innovator and critic of 
innovation. 

After the History, Irving went into the first of the artistic reversals or 
backslidings that proved a recurrent feature of his career. The enterprising 
publicist and literary iconoclast of 1809 forsook experimentation and reverted 
to the practices of the eighteenth-century man of letters. For the next decade, 
Irving could have been a second Joseph Dennie or another Charles Brockden 
Brown in the period after Brown stopped writing fiction. He accepted a 
sinecure in the family import business and, suppressing his individuality, 
became an editor of secondhand writings. In 1810, he prepared a selection of 
Thomas Campbell’s poems for which he wrote a biographical essay; the title 
page identified him only as “a Gentleman of New-York.” Three years later he 
assumed the editorship of the Analectic Magazine and reimmersed himself in 
the preprofessional world of early periodicals. A typical miscellany, the 
Analectic Magazine treated literature as public property owing an obligation to 
the civic welfare. It consisted mainly of reprinted — that is, pirated — extracts 
from English journals and patriotic pieces celebrating American exploits in the 
War of 1812, among the latter Francis Scott Key’s “Defense of Fort M’Henry” 
and several sketches of military heroes contributed by Irving. 

Financial necessity was the spur that drove Irving back to full-time writ- 
ing and turned him into a professional. With the return of peace in 1815, he 
departed for England to join the ailing Peter in Liverpool, where he spent an 
anxious period trying to save the firm of P. & E. Irving from bankruptcy. The 
company’s collapse in 1818 deprived him of family support and left him 
little choice but to resume his pen. As with the Hzstory, the results exceeded 
expectations: The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent., published in seven 
pamphletlike installments in 1819-20, lifted Irving to transatlantic renown 
and probably earned him ten thousand dollars in the United States alone, 
enough to convince him that authorship could be a means of support. 

The Sketch Book is both a fulfillment and a transcendence of the past: it 
remains steeped in anachronistic techniques and assumptions even as it trans- 
forms them into something recognizably different. The narrator, “Geoffrey 
Crayon, Gent.,” is another artistic amateur insisting on his social status and 
aloofness from commercialism. Although he has shed the irascibility of a 
Knickerbocker or an Oldstyle, he still professes disaffection from the present 
and reverence for “times gone by.” The Sketch Book is a miscellany, and in 
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some respects it shares the periodical world’s understanding of literary works 
as communal property. It makes rather free use of existing sources and 
reworks such well-worn subjects as the traditional English Christmas and the 
mandatory tour of Westminster Abbey. Even Irving’s best and seemingly 
most original tales like “Rip Van Winkle” reflect his reading in European 
folklore and can be described as “twice told.” Irving, of course, was writing 
at a pivotal moment in the evolution of Anglo-American attitudes about the 
rights of cultural ownership. A sketch called “The Art of Book Making” 
reveals his sensitivity to the issue of plagiarism; it pictures modern authors as 
thieves piecing together their books in the British Museum by scavenging 
among the writings of the dead. Irving himself was perceived as doing just 
this by his detractors. The contemporaneous English essayist William Haz- 
litt had no hesitation labeling the American a literary robber, someone who 
has “skimmed the cream, and taken off patterns with great skill and cleverness, 
from our best known and happiest writers.” 

Irving the copyist — possibly a model for Melville’s Bartleby — was simul- 
taneously redefining his agenda as an artist. He saw to it that his own literary 
wares would be income-producing private property carefully guarded against 
the threat of plagiarism. Though The Sketch Book originally appeared in the 
United States in numbers like a magazine, Irving proceeded to turn this 
notoriously unprofitable method into a remarkably lucrative one and to 
secure his writing from infringement. Following his practice with the Hzs- 
tory, he kept the copyright and published the new work himself so as to reap 
the lion’s share of the profits, and he charged an average of 75 cents per 
number, an unusually high price at the time. The total for the seven install- 
ments came to $5.37, this when an entire year’s subscription to the Port Folzo 
cost just $6.00, and most novels sold for less than two dollars. “If the 
American public wish to have literature of their own,” Irving bluntly told a 
correspondent, “they must consent to pay for the support of authors.” The 
complete text of The Sketch Book was marketed a second time as a single 
volume both in America and in England. Irving first brought it out in 
London at his own expense to prevent its being pirated; with Scott’s help, he 
later arranged its publication by John Murray, the immensely successful 
“Prince of Booksellers.” To his brother Ebenezer he spoke candidly of writing 
as an investment: “I shall be able . . . now to produce articles from time to 
time that will be sufficient for my present support, and form a stock of 
copyright property, that may be a little capital for me hereafter.” 

The Sketch Book makes explicit Irving’s repudiation of history writing and 
didacticism in literature. Time and again he states his predilection for the 
poetical and legendary over the true. A character like Shakespeare’s Jack 
Falstaff means more to the average reader, says Irving, than all the great men 
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of history, for whereas the actual hero may “have furnished examples of 
harebrained prowess,” the “hero of fiction” has “enlarged the boundaries of 
human enjoyment.” The old stress on utility has vanished completely, re- 
placed by a notion of literature, and particularly fiction, as a locus of pure 
amusement. “It is so much pleasanter to please than to instruct — to play the 
companion rather than the preceptor,” Irving writes, and his credo, inverting 
the goal of the previous generation, signals a reconfiguring of the aesthetic as 
an autonomous sphere uncontaminated by practical concerns. 

Irving’s persona, Geoffrey Crayon, is himself an instance of the segregation 
of the aesthetic from everyday existence. In one sense, the separation is quite 
liceral: Crayon physically removes himself from “the commonplace realities” 
of America to seek in Europe “the charms of storied and poetical association.” 
He is as much a type of the new Romantic artist as of the old-fashioned 
gentleman of letters. Indeed, Crayon — and Irving too — can be seen as a 
transitional figure in whom elements of the ascendant ideal have been grafted 
onto the obsolescent one. (The transition is evident on the English side in the 
more rakish person of Lord Byron, the outcast poet and nobleman born just 
five years after Irving.) The patrician who merely dabbles in literature in his 
leisure hours merges into the full-time sentimentalist idly “following the 
bent of his vagrant inclination.” What joins the two poses, the aristocratic 
and the Romantic, is a common aversion to the habits of market civilization: 
Crayon could not be more unlike the rational, purposeful nineteenth century. 
Against the age’s materialism and social and geographic mobility, he pro- 
claims his admiration for the antique, the customary, the unregulated. The 
pseudonym “Crayon” and the title “Sketch Book” underline his tmpractical- 
ity: drawing and painting were fine arts many Americans still viewed with 
suspicion as useless luxuries in 1820. 

Alienation from the restless modern world permeates The Sketch Book as an 
obsessive fascination with death. Sketch after sketch belongs to the graveyard 
school of literature: “The Widow and Her Son,” “Rural Funerals,” “London 
Antiques,” “The Pride of the Village” — all find Crayon musing over the 
departed and reflecting on the grave as “a place of rest.” Nor is a cemetery 
needed to elicit his morbidity: simply crossing the ocean turns his thoughts 
to the drowned. Death appeals to Crayon as an occasion for meditation and 
the indulgence of feeling. It offers escape from the repressions and competi- 
tiveness of early industrial capitalism; in his own words, death is “a realm of 
shadows,” a quiet bye lane of the fancy where he can “turn aside from the 
high way of busy money seeking life.” 

The independence of art and its alliance with death figure centrally in 
Irving’s two most memorable stories, “Rip Van Winkle” and “The Legend 
of Sleepy Hollow”; both also expose the inadvertent collusion of the imagi- 
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nation with cash-conscious modernity. As happens so often in Irving's 
work, the opposition between the aesthetic and sordid “reality” is articu- 
lated as a clash between the Dutch past and the Yankee present. “Rip Van 
Winkle” announces itself as “A Posthumous Writing of Diedrich Knicker- 
bocker”; the association with death is reiterated in the twenty-year sleep of 
the protagonist, a metaphorical passing away (and possibly in the letters of 
his given name as well). The story has been read as a parable of Irving’s own 
feelings of estrangement from nineteenth-century America. A portrait of the 
artist as an old man, Rip is an idler with “an insuperable aversion to all 
kinds of profitable labor.” His family sinks into poverty while he wastes his 
time rambling over the countryside and telling stories to the village gossips. 
When he falls into his deathlike sleep, Rip’s ancient village in the 
Kaatskills still bears the marks of its Dutch origins; awakening into the post- 
revolutionary United States, he discovers that the “very nature of the people 
seemed changed.” The “busy, bustling disputatious tone” of the Yankees has 
supplanted the easy-going tranquillity of the Dutch, and Rip feels out of 
place and unsure of his identity. A note appended by Diedrich Knicker- 
bocker continues the contrast between art and antiart by satirizing the 
convention of literature’s truthfulness. Knickerbocker’s straight-faced claims 
to have spoken with Rip and seen documents authenticating his veracity 
highlight the absurdity of expecting fiction to imitate history and be some- 
thing other than what it 1s. 

In “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” the clash between the imagination and 
the enterprising modern world is played out in the rivalry of Brom Bones and 
Ichabod Crane for the hand of Katrina Van Tassel. Death again casts a shadow 
over the narrative, which is said to have been “Found among the Papers of the 
late Diedrich Knickerbocker”; Sleepy Hollow abounds in gothic tales and 
shadowy superstitions, none more frightening than the story of a Hessian 
soldier’s ghost that rides forth nightly tn search of its head. Ichabod Crane, a 
native of Connecticut, is a restless Yankee intruder into the “enchanted 
region” inhabited by the Dutch. He possesses the “consuming” habit of 
thought prevalent in the new century: his “devouring mind’s eye” perceives 
the physical environment as objects to be ingested or as property to be 
“turned into cash, and the money invested in immense tracts of wild land, 
and shingle palaces in the wilderness.” Brom Bones, by posing as the Head- 
less Horseman, succeeds in expelling his rival from Sleepy Hollow and 
preserving the domain of art from the predatory materialism of the Yankees. 
A postscript attributed to Knickerbocker reaffirms the victory of the aes- 
thetic. The original storyteller, an unnamed “pleasant, shabby, gentlemanly 
old figure,” employs a nonsense syllogism to confound a listener who suspi- 
ciously demands to “know the moral of the story, and what it went to prove.” 
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Literature, in short, has no practical purpose or lesson to teach; its value 1s 
that it entertains without regard to use. 

Irving is unable to maintain the division between the creative spirit and 
the money-grubbing, utilitarian present. The two spheres he strives to hold 
apart keep overlapping and interpenetrating to reveal that they are not after 
all antithetical but complementary and even dependent on each other. In 
“Rip Van Winkle,” things have not changed so drastically as it first appears 
in the transition from colony to nation. Images of likeness and doubling 
suggest that Dutch and Yankee are counterparts: Rip’s son 1s as much a 
sluggard as the father ever was, “the ditto of himself,” and though George 
Washington now governs in lieu of George III, the painted figure on the 
tavern sign has the same face. Moreover, business culture proves far more 
hospitable to the storyteller than was the somnolent past. Reverenced as a 
village patriarch, Rip now enjoys special favor “among the rising generation” 
for his vivid chronicles of “the old times.” Viewed in this light, he seems less 
an emblem of alienation than a prophecy of Irving’s growing acceptance by 
the reading public. His success calls attention to the historical reality, which 
his creator was the first to exploit, that not until the nineteenth century did 
Americans possess sufficient affluence and leisure to support a class of profes- 
sional writers. 

Many of the same ambiguities recur in “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” 
which qualifies the positive estimate of the Dutch and shows Irving to be 
more of a Yankee than he liked to think. Tarrytown, the village nearest 
Sleepy Hollow, is identified in the opening paragraph as a market town that 
got its name because people lingered there on market days; as in the Hzstory, 
the Yankee disposition is already present in the Dutch world, long before 
Ichabod Crane takes up residence there. Irving’s peaceful Dutch valley makes 
a poor enclave of the imagination. The natives are contemptuous of reading 
and writing, and the Headless Horseman that protects the community’s 
insularity also advertises its mindlessness. Crane, the ostensible enemy, 
seems a composite version of the artist Irving actually was. He resembles 
both Timothy Dabble and the little man in black and brings together in a 
single character Irving’s two sides as antiquarian and ambitious man of the 
world. The calculating schoolteacher who ends up as a politician and justice 
of the city courts is at the same time a book lover and storyteller referred to 
by the narrator as “{olur man of letters.” His habit of moving on is a 
reminder that Irving, far from remaining stationary like his admired Dutch, 
boasted of his gypsylike temperament and spent much of his life in travel. 

Certainly Irving’s fiction needs the Yankee mentality symbolized by Crane. 
One of the things the schoolteacher devours with so much gusto is literature: 
his “appetite” for marvelous tales and his “powers of digesting” them are 
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reported to be prodigious. From this perspective, he can be understood as a 
type of the greatly expanded reading public that had come into being by 
1820, as part of the consumer revolution accompanying the spread of 
capitalism — a public with money to spend on books and free time in which 
to read them. In the envoy to The Sketch Book, Irving compares his own 
writings to food and hopes that the miscellany of dishes he has prepared will 
include something to gratify every taste. The fact that his book zs a miscel- 
lany represents an accommodation with the new “extensive” style of reading. 
The Sketch Book is the prototypical work by an American to transpose the 
market strengths of the magazine — its variety and the brevity of its 
articles — into a volume unified by the sensibility of a persona—narrator and 
written and copyrighted in its entirety by an individual. 

Irving’s instrumentality in validating and commodifying the autonomous 
aesthetic helps to explain his fascination with death. In breaking with the 
past, he allied his writing with two key historical developments that in- 
volved recession from presence. Irving accelerated the trend away from oral- 
ity to the impersonal values of print. Not only did he rewrite and copyright 
popular tales and legends, but he also discredited such residual features of 
narrative as the commitment to a “moral” and the passing on of factual 
information, features integral to the oral art of the storyteller. Though Ir- 
ving’s fictions invariably employ narrators, they eliminate the last traces of 
living speech by portraying the teller as dead, vanished, or separated from the 
audience by an ocean. The Sketch Book in particular internalizes the modalities 
of print as an integral aspect of its identity. Print substitutes space and time, 
or distance and durability, for the proximity and evanescence of oral perfor- 
mance. The Sketch Book foregrounds these qualities in its self-presentation as a 
work of exoticism and antiquarianism, a voice from a distant land haunting 
libraries and gravesites to collect touching anecdotes about the past. 

That Irving composed his masterpiece in England but marketed it in 
America is a reminder of the transportation revolution of the early nineteenth 
century. This was the second historical development with which his writing 
was affiliated, one that again entailed the recession of human agency. The 
contemporaneous explosion 1n consumption occurred in part because of tech- 
nological advances in moving goods — by road, canal, steamboat, improved 
sailing ship, and, eventually, by rail — from one location to another. The 
Sketch Book appeared at precisely the moment when the American system of 
transportation was entering a major phase of modernization. A boom in 
turnpike and canal building occurred between 1815 and 1825, with the Erie 
Canal, then the largest canal in the country, completed in the latter year. 
Many Americans were growing accustomed to merchandise produced not 
locally but at a distance. Increasingly, they encountered objects, including 
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books, magazines, and newspapers, whose producers they never saw. Though 
few of these more generally available goods were made in factories, their 
long-range distribution diminished their aura of human presence. 

The aesthetics of production and reception of Irving’s fiction grows out of 
this commercial and technological circumstance. Both externally and inter- 
nally, the fiction reproduces the fundamental characteristic of modern con- 
sumer society: consumption at a distance from the source. The Sketch Book 
announces itself as the work of an American living abroad, and it first 
becomes a best-seller in the United States, on the other side of the Atlantic 
from the scene of its composition. Within the text, Irving’s narratives make a 
fetish of mediation. To read the stories is to be made aware of one’s removal 
from a departed or inaccessible point of origin. The best pair of tales are 
“posthumous,” and “The Art of Book Making” generalizes this condition by 
equating the manufacture of literary wares with stealing from the dead. Story 
after story is filtered through a dizzying sequence of narrators. “The Legend 
of Sleepy Hollow” provides an extreme example of distancing: before it can 
reach the reader, the narrative has to migrate from the original teller, to 
Diedrich Knickerbocker, who copies it down, to Geoffrey Crayon, the puta- 
tive author of The Sketch Book, to Washington Irving. This imaginary process 
of dissemination recapitulates the fate of the word in American culture: from 
communal, verbal forms, to handwritten manuscripts passed around a circle 
of like-minded gentlemen, to the printed text before us, a widely distributed 
commodity bought and sold on the market. 

The instability of boundaries in Irving’s work — between past and present, 
Dutch and Yankee, art and money-making — suggests that his antibourgeois 
pose as Romantic aristocrat itself constitutes a stroke of commercial acumen. 
The incongruity between literary tradesman and indolent aesthete can be 
resolved by posing the question, What would be the most effective means of 
marketing fiction and the fiction writer in 1820? The new abundance of print, 
the growth of the reading public, the revolution in consumption — these 
developments did not signify that culture and appreciation of the beautiful had 
lost their upper-class prestige; on the contrary, it was now possible for ordinary 
men and women to enjoy access to activities once reserved for the privileged 
few. Although letters became a commodity, they retained much of their high 
status as a priceless badge of gentility; the currency, even today, of the phrase 
“belles lettres” captures something of their inherent refinement. In a sense, 
Irving was selling the unsalable — confirmation of entrance into the rarefied 
world of culture — and one can imagine no more perspicacious marketing 
strategy than to portray literature and its creator as superior to the sordid 
concerns of business. The buyers of The Sketch Book were raised above commerce 
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in the very act of purchase, and Irving had the double satisfaction of attracting 
a popular readership and maintaining his self-respect as a gentleman of letters. 

That the pose was sincere, and that Irving genuinely believed in the 
gentility of authorship, can be seen in the subsequent pattern of his career. 
He had been an instigator of radical changes in the arts, a kind of literary 
“Son of Liberty.” As he settled into the role of “Father of American Litera- 
ture,” Irving came to feel deeply uncomfortable with his erstwhile insur- 
gency. He spoke of “the guz/t of originality” in his first publication, and 
behind his retreat from novelty after The Sketch Book lay repentance for having 
aligned himself with the most advanced currents in cultural life. Though the 
remainder of his work falls outside the time frame of this discussion, a glance 
at the aptly titled “Author’s Apology” to the 1848 revision of the Hzstory 
palpably conveys his contrition. It was far from his object, Irving claims, to 
have committed “any grievous historical sin” by blending facts with fictitious 
persons and incidents. Rebukes from “men of soberer minds” awoke him to 
his error, but he still takes satisfaction in his youthful effort because the 
History accomplished two highly meritorious ends. The Knickerbocker satire 
fostered respect for historical truth; it stimulated interest in “forgotten ar- 
chives” and “provoked research” into New York’s past. Moreover, by making 
the early history of the province come alive, the book succeeded in its “main” 
purpose: the patriotic objective of attaching the heart of the citizen to his or 
her native habitat. Thus did the iconoclast of 1809 recant his inventiveness 
and represent himself as a defender of the identical literary practices he had 
led the way tn undermining. 


e 


JAMES FENIMORE COOPER 


O AMERICAN WRITER was ever more conscious of founding a 

national tradition in letters than James Fenimore Cooper. As early 

as his second book, The Spy (1821), Cooper realized that in consti- 
tuting himself the novelist equivalent of the Founding Fathers, he was 
making his principal bid for immortality. Yet few of Cooper’s contemporaries 
in that era of new beginnings felt as uncertain as he did about the act of 
origination. In part his problem was the relatively simple one of finding a 
form and a setting for his fiction. But this problem encoded the more vexing 
one of whether Cooper — to schematize for the moment — was to be a “repub- 
lican” or a “liberal” novelist, an author whose goals were social and patriotic 
or one who pursued primarily aesthetic ends. Behind this question lay the 
related issue of professionalization. How would Cooper accommodate himself 
to the commercial processes transforming the identity of the writer? 

This literary pioneer reconceptualized his genre. Much like Irving, he 
reversed the emphases of the civic-humanist paradigm that governed the 
writing of fiction for the first quarter century of the Republic’s existence. To 
the preceding generation, fiction was “truth” or history; to Cooper, history 
was fiction. By reimagining the novel as a subjective art form that would 
appeal to postrepublican readers, not as a moral discourse in narrative, Coo- 
per affiliated his writing with the new social order. 

Yet Cooper never tired of belaboring his compatriots for deserting the 
values of the republican past. Again like Irving, he was profoundly at odds as 
well as fervently in sympathy with the acquisitive civilization coming into 
being during the first decades of the nineteenth century. A speculator and 
capitalist farmer who was in constant need of money, he deplored the materi- 
alistic spirit of the age and maintained a lifelong image of himself as an 
eighteenth-century gentleman standing censoriously aloof from his compatri- 
ots’ scramble for riches and position. And he had a gentleman’s disdain for 
novel writing, an activity that he regarded as beneath his dignity even as he 
became the first American to succeed at it professionally. 

This chapter will focus on Cooper’s early novels through The Pioneers 
(1823), which can be read as complex meditations on his anxious effort, as a 
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contemporary reviewer put it, to lay “the foundations of American romance.” 
The legend preserved by his family was that he tried his hand at fiction on a 
dare: having declared that he could do better than the English domestic 
novels then in vogue, he took up his pen when his wife and her cousin 
challenged him to make good on the boast. Whatever the truth of this 
account, it has the virtue of conveying not only Cooper’s studied insouciance 
about authorship but his competitiveness as well. At this point, he wanted to 
emulate and to outdo the popular women writers of his day. Above all, he 
hoped to rival their sales, for he had pressing motives for publishing his first 
novel, Precaution (1820). Although he had inherited a fortune from his father, 
Judge William Cooper, the founder of Cooperstown, by 1820 he was experi- 
encing severe financial difficulties. He had exhausted a cash bequest and 
gotten himself deeply into debt through a series of ill-fated business ven- 
tures, including speculating in land and investing in a whaling vessel. (Three 
years later, in 1823, Cooper was forced to sell the remainder of his father’s 
estate to satisfy the claims of creditors.) Fiction appealed to him as a way out 
of his troubles; by writing a novel of manners modeled on Jane Austen’s 
Persuasion (1818), he hoped to produce a best-seller that would enable him to 
escape insolvency. 

Thus at the beginning of his career as a novelist, Cooper thought of the 
genre in private and “feminine” terms — as a courtship tale that would rescue 
him financially. He evidently believed that the key to salability in America 
lay not simply in copying English novels but in taking England as his setting 
and in pretending to be English. He speaks of Great Britain familiarly as 
“this country,” as though it were his own, and he places a noble, the Earl of 
Pendennyss, at the center of his narrative, giving prominence to the sort of 
titled character he soon repudiated as unsuitable for an American novel. 
Cooper did not go so far as to pose as a female author — “the writer of these 
pages is a man,” he confesses — but knowing that women composed the bulk 
of his audience, he tried to please potential readers by choosing love and its 
perils as his subject and paying effusive tribute to “female purity and female 
truth.” 

Cooper’s sensitivity to the market did not extinguish his fidelity to the 
republican model of authorship, already well in decline by 1820. He offers 
perfectly conventional views on the snares and usefulness of fiction. Precaution 
warns against overindulging the imagination and defines literature as worth- 
while only when it puts aesthetic pleasure at the service of moral edification. 
Books are said to have the power “to save or to destroy,” and the difference in 
judgment between the heroine and her unthinking sister is summed up in the 
statement, “Books were the entertainers of Jane, and instructors of Emily.” 

On the publishing side, Precaution was a typically amateurish performance. 
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Cooper brought out the novel at his own risk, demonstrating the prickly 
independence for which he later became notorious. Despite his wish to sell, 
he refused to puff the book out of pride and insisted on observing the 
gentleman’s code of anonymity: “take care of my name,” he admonished his 
bookseller, “do not let it appear in any manner.” The typography was unpro- 
fessional and unaesthetic, filled with errors in grammar, punctuation, and 
paragraphing. Although some blunders were owing to the incompetence of 
the printers, others stemmed from Cooper’s nonchalance and haste. 

In short, Cooper did not really know what kind of novelist he was or 
indeed whether he was a novelist at all. No sooner did he complete his first 
work of fiction than he began work on a second and seemingly very different 
one, dashing off sixty pages of The Spy within two weeks and assuring his 
bookseller that the new tale, “an American novel professedly,” was far supe- 
rior to its predecessor. In addition to its native setting, The Spy marked a 
change in Cooper’s temporal focus: it takes place during an epoch of the 
recent past, the revolutionary conflict, and represents a turn away from the 
novel of manners to historical romance. The transatlantic renown of Sir 
Walter Scott may have influenced Cooper in these choices; he undoubtedly 
hoped to imitate, and to Americanize, Scott’s historical tales of the Border 
country. A remarkably combative man, Cooper may also have been motivated 
by a wish to upstage Washington Irving, a New Yorker like himself, whose 
acclaimed Sketch Book reaffirmed American literature’s dependence on En- 
glish subjects. The Spy was to be a patriotic making of amends for the 
Anglophilism of Precaution. 

The signs that Cooper had suddenly discovered his true vocation as a 
chronicler of the nation’s past are misleading, however. Irving’s success, after 
all, underlined the difficulty of interesting American readers in the scenes 
and manners of their own country, and Cooper doubted if his new work 
would have sufficient popular appeal to make a profit. He actually abandoned 
The Spy for several months after finishing the first volume, only to begin a 
third fictional work that is also set in America but otherwise resembles 
Precaution in its focus on “the matrimonial speculations.” This third literary 
effort, a collection of stories, bore the provisional title American Tales, and 
here Cooper did impersonate a female writer by allowing his publishers to 
announce the book as “by a Lady.” The novelist still had not made up his 
mind about the kind of literary model he would have to follow if he were 
going to sell enough books to justify his continued writing. He literally kept 
vacillating between a female, sentimental formula and a republican and 
“male” notion of the writer’s calling. The former model had a record of 
selling well; civic and historical fictions, at least in America, not only failed 
to sell but were predicated on aloofness from the market. The tepid response 
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to Precaution may have helped Cooper to resolve his dilemma by diminishing 
the courtship novel’s economic attractions. In any case, not long after com- 
mencing the stories about marriage, he abandoned them as well. 

The Spy, which Cooper resumed writing at this point and completed without 
further delays, inaugurates a process of “defeminization” in his self-image as 
artist. It signals the shift toward masculine subjects and preoccupations that 
culminated in the Leatherstocking Tales. The book differentiated its author 
from Irving, who cultivated an epicene persona, and from the women competi- 
tors whose monopoly of the market imparted to all fiction writing a feminized 
aura. Cooper’s gravitating toward Scott and military—historical adventure was 
a means of fending off the derogation of novelists as unmanly. 

Yet if The Spy registers the beginning of this development, the work 
remains strongly marked throughout by the uncertainties still troubling 
Cooper as he felt his way toward a self-conception, a genre, and an audience. 
The novel is as much about the founding of an American literature as about 
the establishment of American independence. Although Cooper professed a 
wish “to induce love” of his homeland, the preface to the first edition of 1821 
reveals a defensive and problematic attitude toward the use of native materi- 
als. The preface opens by reviewing the arguments for and against an Ameri- 
can selecting his country for the scene of his story; it quickly reaches the 
conclusion that the drawbacks outnumber the advantages. Cooper observes 
that national loyalty should insure brisk sales for an American novel, then 
admits that this hope may “prove to be like the book itself — a fiction.” 
There is the advantage of novelty, he says, Charles Brockden Brown being the 
only previous native novelist to achieve any fame; but Brown had to die 
before winning recognition, and his writing — Cooper specifically mentions 
the cave scene from Edgar Huntly — constitutes more of an obstacle than a 
precedent because it lacks verisimilitude. English critics expect Americans to 
write exclusively about Indians, and women readers, on whom the novelist is 
most dependent for support, are predisposed against any book that does not 
feature lords and castles, none of which exist in America. By the end of the 
preface Cooper’s tone has turned openly truculent and his objectives crudely 
mercenary, as he belittles female readers for their literary tastes and sends his 
“compliments to all who read our pages — and love to those who buy them.” 

Cooper’s doubts about The Spy’s reception unfold within the narrative 
proper as a conflict about the generic identity of the American novel. Set 
during the Revolution and subtitled “A Tale of the Neutral Ground,” the 
book traces the struggle for control of New York’s Westchester County, a no- 
man’s-land situated between the British and American armies. But The Spy is 
not merely about war in the sense that Precaution is about marriage; it is about 
marriage as well as war, combining episodes and conventions that seem to 
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belong in different stories and constantly negotiating awkward shifts from 
one level of the plot to the other. The novel is a “neutral ground” in its own 
right, a fiction torn between the two models Cooper had at his disposal. On 
one side are the incidents of history and warfare Cooper had in mind when he 
described his goal as patriotism: the appearance of George Washington as the 
mysterious Harper; the intrigues of the peddler—spy, Harvey Birch, who acts 
as Washington’s secret agent; and the raids by the lawless bands of partisans, 
the prorebel Skinners and the Loyalist Cowboys. On the other side are the 
romantic complications and close observation of manners likely to appeal to 
women readers: the courtship between Frances Wharton and Major 
Dunwoodie; the subplot involving Isabella Singleton, who loves Dunwoodie 
without encouragement and has humiliated herself by betraying her emo- 
tions; and the scheming of the two lower-class women, Katy Haynes and 
Betty Flanagan, to get Harvey Birch and Sergeant Hollister to marry them. 

To be sure, romantic elements are also present in Scott’s historical novels. 
But the clash of genres in The Spy exceeds anything in Scott for sheer 
incongruity and comic effect. “War,” Cooper states during a lull in the 
action, “was a dreadful enemy to love,” and what ensues from those hostili- 
ties are some of the earliest instances of narrative improbability 1n a body of 
work not known for realism. Two examples will have to stand for many: 
marauders and cavalrymen battle each other in the Wharton home, the 
Locusts, while Sarah Wharton, her mind shattered by an English officer’s 
duplicity, plays out an Ophelia-like mad scene; and the Americans, in hot 
pursuit of Henry Wharton, call a time out from war so that Frances and 
Dunwoodie can marry. 

The salience of these incongruities recalls Cooper’s immediate American 
precursor, Samuel Woodworth. But Cooper is as much in advance of 
Woodworth as he lags behind Scott. The Spy is a masterful novel in spite of its 
defects because Cooper has begun to reconceive history as a kind of personal- 
ized fiction. He draws upon real people and occurrences from the revolution- 
ary period, but he never allows his work to become a mere documentary 
record of facts in the public domain. What interests him is the way great 
events and trends impinge on the lives of ordinary men and women. Fictional 
characters and “made-up” incidents occupy the center of his tale, and even 
the principal “fact” — Washington’s employment of a peddler—spy — has an 
aura of fabrication. It is not common knowledge but confidential disclosure, 
fragmentary information supposedly passed on to Cooper, as he reveals in the 
1849 introduction, by “an illustrious man” who had been active in the 
struggle with Britain. The Spy’s very title intimates the novelty of Cooper’s 
perspective on historical knowledge: once a common heritage, past deeds are 
now secrets known only to a few. The fiction writer himself seems more like a 
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spy than a historian, a trafficker in privileged stories, not a compiler of data 
belonging to the community. In effect, Cooper is privatizing or sub- 
jectivizing history, a development he will carry further in The Pzoneers, where 
he turns to his family’s experience in settling Cooperstown for the factual 
basis of his narrative. 

Cooper’s literary strategy was in keeping with the temper of an ever more 
buoyant and individualistic society. The liberal order of 1821 gave greater 
leeway to personal initiative. An ethic of self-making was pushing aside 
communal loyalties. Many Americans began to feel that they could shape the 
world around them as individuals, not as members of a group. Cooper's 
imaginative manipulation of history in The Spy reflected the era’s growing 
confidence in the power of the sovereign agent. (Emerson called it the age of 
the “first person singular.”) Like William Cullen Bryant’s “Thanatopsis,” 
published four years earlier, The Spy assumes an autonomous subject — in 
Cooper’s case, the novelist — who is unconstrained by external forms. He is 
able to impose his will on his material and to amend the past as he chooses. 
The republican paradigm, with its privileging of the collectivity, has yielded 
to the wishes of the individual. 

Despite breaking fertile new ground in his revision of historical romance, 
Cooper remained a typical postrevolutionary man of letters with a conviction 
of the novel’s civic utility. The War of 1812, popularly styled the Second 
War of American Independence, had quickened national self-awareness. Coo- 
per intended The Spy to demonstrate to American readers that their own 
country afforded a rich field for the writing of historical fiction. Irving 
located asethetic value in Europe, where it had always been; Cooper per- 
formed the patriotic service of showing that authentic works of art could 
grow in indigenous soil too. His book quickly became a best-seller here and 
in Europe and inspired an array of native imitators. 

Cooper saw the novelistic genre as giving form and definition to the 
Republic. He had specifically political ambitions for his tale and wanted to 
influence the question, Who is fit to participate in the American experi- 
ment? The Spy reflects the agenda of a republican gentleman with a firm 
commitment to hierarchical arrangements. A series of exclusions defines an 
acceptable community composed of a social elite and selfless, deferential 
representatives of the humble orders like Harvey Birch. Those banished from 
the Neutral Ground include the British aristocrat Wellmere and the lower- 
class leader of the Skinners, a grasping man on the make whose greed 
determines his allegiances and who meets his end by hanging. 

Significantly, Cooper’s ideal community is intersectional. The marriage of 
Frances and Major Dunwoodie, who are cousins, unites New York and Vir- 
ginia, North and South, and affirms a national identity that transcends 
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regional differences. In 1821, a year after the Missouri Compromise, the need 
to preserve the federal union was very much on the minds of Cooper’s 
contemporaries. The Spy seeks to forestall a recurrence of the divisions that 
had erupted into armed conflict in 1775 — the Revolution, the novelist states 
in the 1849 introduction, “had many of the features of a civil war” — and that 
were now threatening to revive over the explosive slavery issue. Consolidat- 
ing nationhood was essential to complete the break with England; slavery 
troubled Cooper but little. His portrait of Caesar Thompson, the Whartons’ 
family retainer — and, evasively, a northern slave — is one of the earliest 
stereotypes in our fiction of the comical, subservient black. 

For all his patrician self-conception, Cooper is deeply invested in Harvey 
Birch, his plebeian protagonist and precursor of Natty Bumppo. With his hut 
on the pinnacle of a hill from which he can survey the whole of the Neutral 
Ground, and with his wardrobe of disguises, Birch seems an apt image of the 
artist in his workshop, able to don different identities and to manipulate the 
action from above. Combining devotion to the commonweal with attentive- 
ness to the interests of the female public, the peddler—spy bridges the senti- 
mental and historical novels and incarnates in his person the generic alloy of 
Cooper’s fiction. He is first seen displaying his wares to the women at the 
Locusts and haggling over the price of various articles, all the while passing on 
information to Washington under the pretext of giving the latest news about 
the war. The mixture of monetary and patriotic motives evident in this scene 
evokes the 1821 preface, and one senses in Cooper’s portrayal of Birch an effort 
to come to terms with his own feelings about engaging in the commerce of 
literature. 

Birch 1s a version of the artist as high-minded trader and dedicated patriot. 
Particularly toward the end of the story, he crystallizes Cooper's mixed 
feelings about the professionalizing of authorship. Or rather he provisionally 
resolves Cooper’s ambivalence, for he simultaneously manages to sell and to 
serve his country. Birch justifies his creator for “peddling” fiction. Like 
Cooper, the spy has suffered a decline in economic condition; having known 
“better fortunes,” he now appears “absorbed in the one grand object of 
amassing money.” He maintains a thriving trade in wartime, avidly accepts 
payment for his services to Henry Wharton, and keeps a hoard of gold hidden 
beneath the floorboards in his cottage. But as the penultimate chapter demon- 
strates, money is not the real object of Birch’s activities: patriotism is. In his 
dramatic final interview with Washington, he proudly refuses the offer of a 
cash reward and announces that his sole aim has been to advance the welfare 
of his country. 

Birch’s sacrifice will not be rightly estimated by his compatriots, Cooper 
grouses. “It is seldom that either popular condemnation or applause falls 
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where it is merited,” he writes about the misperception of his hero, and 
Washington, in their last meeting, tells the spy that the veil concealing his 
true character “cannot be raised for years — perhaps never.” Birch’s situation 
is uncannily prophetic of Cooper’s own fate as a novelist. The spy is the figure 
in whom Cooper came increasingly to see himself: a disinterested patriot 
whose contribution to his country is unacknowledged. Cooper anticipates at 
the very outset of his career the indifference and outright antipathy he was to 
suffer from the public. Indeed, given Cooper’s abrasive relations with his 
publishers and readers, one is tempted to view Harvey Birch as a self- 
fulfilling prophecy. The preface to The Spy, which bristles with a prospective 
sense of injury, virtually embraces a Birch-like obscurity as the inevitable lot 
of the American novelist. According to the novel’s final chapter, Birch’s 
name is completely forgotten after the Revolution. No one knows of his 
exploits until he perishes in the War of 1812 and Washington’s note divulg- 
ing his true identity is discovered on his body. 

A paradox arises at this point to further complicate the problem of Coo- 
per’s aggrieved attitude toward his audience. Even as he craved honor for his 
achievement, Cooper regarded both spying and novel writing as ungentle- 
manly and persisted in seeking not to be recognized by publishing The Spy 
anonymously. He could not overcome his prejudice against the novelist’s 
practice of “disguising” himself 1n his characters and dealing in imaginary 
occurrences, 1n “deceit” rather than the historian’s facts. His upper-class 
figures, with whom a part of him strongly identified, insist that persons of 
superior breeding should always be absolutely truthful. Major Dunwoodie 
voices Cooper’s own sentiments when he exclaims at Henry Wharton’s trial 
for spying, “I have known this gentleman from a boy; deceit never formed 
part of his character. He is above it.” Cooper himself refused to permit his 
name to appear on new works of fiction long after his vocation as a novelist 
was known to everyone. His title pages carry the line “By the author of . . . ” 
and list two or three earlier novels; there is no mention of James Fenimore 
Cooper. In contrast, works of nonfiction such as The American Democrat 
(1838) and The History of the Navy of the United States of America (1839), works 
Cooper considered serious and respectable, identify him openly by name. 

The prohibition against dealing in falsehood by gentlemen is relaxed 
toward the conclusion of The Spy, as if Cooper were becoming more recon- 
ciled to an instrumental rather than moralistic conception of his fiction 
writing. Henry Wharton discovers that wearing disguises can have positive 
consequences. Sentenced to hang for having visited the Locusts in wig and 
eye patch, he effects his escape from jail by masquerading as his black servant 
Caesar. Even the blameless George Washington, in Cooper’s portrait of him, 
disguises himself as Harper so that he can consult with Birch about the 
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movements of the enemy. Rewriting history in this way allows a great public 
figure plausibly to enter the story; it also seems a covert defense of Cooper's 
own activity of fictionalizing. 

Almost in spite of himself, Cooper was beginning to accept his position as 
a professional novelist, as someone who makes a living by trafficking in 
stories. He was simultaneously moving away from the customary subordina- 
tion of the novel to social purposes and coming to see the imaginary as having 
a value equal or superior to factual accuracy. This shift in emphasis — for it 
was never more than that, as Cooper never abandoned the idea of literary 
production for use — is evident in even a minor work like the Ta/es for Fifteen, 
the version of American Tales that the novelist finally published in 1823. The 
preface to the collection disavows didactic function. Originally, Cooper says, 
he intended the stories to have “moral advantage” for the readers of them; 
now he “only hopes that if they do no good,” they will, “at least, do no 
harm.” In another piece dating from this time, a review of Catharine Maria 
Sedgwick’s A New-England Tale (1822), Cooper challenges the stigmatizing 
of fiction as a less worthwhile genre than history. A storyteller like Sedgwick, 
he argues, has at least as good a claim on our attention as the recorder of “true 
names and dates,” for she deals with “that higher truth, the truth of nature 
and of principles, which is a primitive law of the human mind.” 

Cooper’s growing appreciation for the aesthetic as an autonomous realm of 
value had a formative influence on his next major work of fiction, The 
Pioneers. Subtitled “A Descriptive Tale,” and filled, as D. H. Lawrence 
enviously noted, with “some of the loveliest, most glamorous pictures in all 
literature,” The Pzoneers is the first self-consciously “beautiful” novel written 
by an American. The opening volume of the Leatherstocking Tales, it re- 
nounces the postrevolutionary paradigm by firmly differentiating fiction 
from fidelity to fact. Cooper aims merely to convey “a general picture,” 
according to the introduction (added in 1832); “rigid adherence to truth,” 
whereas indispensable in travel writing and history, would destroy “the 
charm of fiction.” Moreover, history verges on autobiography in The Pioneers. 
The “literal facts” are derived not from the public record, but from the 
novelist’s background and memory; “brought an infant into this valley,” he 
ascribes the “faithfulness” of his picture to childhood experience. In thus 
personalizing history, Cooper is able to circumvent the problems of The Spy. 
The generic conflicts of the earlier book decline in intensity in the new novel. 
If the realms of “love” and “war,” sentiment and civic life, are not completely 
integrated in The Pioneers, they are handled with greater assurance, and the 
tension between them recedes to the minor but chronic irritant it remains 
throughout Cooper’s work. 

Cooper’s individualistic slant on history opened his art to its discordances 
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and complexities. Te Pioneers is a classic instance of the historical novel as a 
genre of becoming. The book treats history as an unfinished and strife-ridden 
process, an arena of struggle between a rising and a doomed nation, the 
expanding American Republic and the beleaguered society of the natives. 
But in The Pioneers the disappearance of indigenous peoples, which became 
the paramount theme of the later Leatherstocking Tales, is less central than 
the antagonism between two stages in the growth of American civilization. 
The novel provides a fitting conclusion to the formative phase of our national 
literature: it concerns itself with the shift from the use-oriented culture of the 
postrevolutionary years to the market outlook that came to dominate the Age 
of Jackson. Although Cooper renders the change as a confrontation between 
his frontiersman—hero and Judge Marmaduke Temple, in actuality the two 
viewpoints were increasingly difficult to tell apart. Cooper’s own novelistic 
program blurs the difference between them. His accurate sense that represen- 
tations of American nature and customs would be avidly consumed by Ameri- 
can readers demonstrates that function can be made to serve exchange and 
that the two attitudes are not necessarily incompatible, or at least are no 
longer so at the time he was writing. 

Certainly the tale’s original preface of 1823 evokes the acquisitive ethos of 
the Jacksonian era. Traces of The Spy’s belligerence remain, but Cooper now 
suggests that the best gauge of an artwork’s value is its marketability. Every- 
thing betrays his keen interest in his book’s material fortunes. Not only does 
he dedicate the preface to his bookseller, Charles Wiley, he reduces a “true 
account” of the work’s reception to the number of copies purchased by the 
public. “The critics,” Cooper declares, “may write as obscurely as they 
please, and look much wiser than they are; the papers may puff or abuse, as 
their changeful humours dictate; but if you [Wiley] meet me with a smiling 
face, I shall at once know that all is essentially well.” 

Prefaces, especially when addressed to one’s bookseller, are a form of 
advertisement; and self-promotion is one of the principal themes of The 
Pioneers, part of the novel’s meticulous attention to American mores. The 
book’s first paragraph refers to a stable settlement in which the son lingers 
“around the grave of his father,” but it quickly becomes evident that the 
more representative pattern in early Templeton is set by those like Jotham 
Riddel who buy and sell farms for profit. Cooper depicts the formation of a 
liberal society marked by geographic and economic mobility and ceaseless 
striving to advance oneself. In a country where birth confers no rank and 
status is so fluid, a person can make of himself whatever his talents, energy, 
and luck permit. Traditional fitness and training have little application. 
Though “it might make a Templar smile,” Marmaduke Temple has been 
appointed a judge in the community he founded, his habit of ruling and 
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“native clearness of mind” taking the place of legal knowledge. Elnathan 
Todd, who has no formal education but learned medicine by practicing it, 1s 
the settlement’s physician, and Richard Jones occupies the offices of architect 
and sheriff, thanks to the circumstance of his being the judge’s cousin. 

With worldly position up for grabs, people in Templeton struggle to set 
themselves apart from each other by constantly publicizing their merits. 
The opening episode shows that even Judge Temple participates in the rage 
for self-inflation: he offers to buy the deer shot by Natty and Oliver 
Effingham because he craves “the honour” of having killed it and wishes to 
“make a good story about its death.” As Richard Jones observes, the judge 
“is a prodigious bragger about any small matter like this.” Jones of course is 
the most vocal self-promoter in the book and more than the judge’s match 
in the rivalry for bragging rights. Confident that “genius will supply the 
place of learning,” he proclaims his aptitude for languages, medicine, law, 
architecture, mining — for “any thing and every thing.” 

Cooper is as much a competitive individualist as his characters and joins 
them in trumpeting his own abilities and deprecating those of others. Re- 
pressing his disdain for newspaper puffs, he agreed to the advance publica- 
tion of two excerpts from his novel in the Commercial Advertiser. Moreover, he 
contrives several scenes with the deliberate intention of outperforming the 
two writers most commonly mentioned as his rivals for “the palm as an 
American novelist” (as a reviewer phrased it in 1822), Washington Irving 
and Charles Brockden Brown. His detailed narrative of the Christmas festivi- 
ties at Templeton, including New World customs like the turkey shoot, is an 
American rejoinder to the widely praised account of an English Christmas in 
Irving’s Sketch Book. In the preface to The Spy, Cooper spoke slightingly of the 
panther episode in Edgar Huntly; he gets the better of Brown in The Pioneers 
with his vivid description of the panther attack on Elizabeth Temple and 
Louisa Grant. 

Closely related to the theme of self-promotion in The Pioneers is the ques- 
tion of property, its ownership and uses. The opening scene, which centers on 
a dispute about who is entitled to the slain buck, is symptomatic of the 
novel’s lines of division. The incident introduces the sensitive issue of rightful 
ownership, pitting Natty, Indian John, and young Effingham against Judge 
Temple in a miniature version of the larger quarrel (or misunderstanding, as it 
turns out) about the true owner of the land around Templeton. Whereas 
Natty and his friends desire the deer for food, the judge is only secondarily 
interested in its use as venison, and his immediate impulse is to give them 
money in exchange for it, just as he then proceeds to offer Oliver a hundred 
dollars when he realizes that his errant shot has wounded the young man. 

Cooper draws a balanced if rather acerbic portrait of the judge, possibly 
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expressing feelings of resentment toward his own father, an overbearing man 
who founded Cooperstown and speculated aggressively in land. The judge 
appears to believe that money can purchase almost anything. He has applied 
his fortune to buying up some hundred thousand acres of virgin soil, prompt- 
ing Jones to ask him rhetorically, “Do you not own the mountains, as well as 
the valleys? Are not the woods your own?” The judge is thoroughly identified 
with a conception of the physical environment as commodity. He started out 
as a merchant, and he invests in the landscape with the same shrewdness that 
he displayed in his commercial ventures. Where others see “nothing but a 
wilderness,” the judge’s eye summons up “towns, manufactories, bridges, 
canals, [and} mines,” future improvements that will not only multiply the 
value of his holdings but extend the dominion of the market over nature. 

Judge Temple differs from the townspeople whose wastefulness he con- 
demns, but Cooper makes clear that he resembles them too. Whereas they 
waste because they see no way to exchange, the judge’s “bias to look far into 
futurity” disposes him to conserve so that exchange value can be generated at 
a later time. Cooper devotes several chapters to the settlers’ heedless consump- 
tion of the wilderness, and he makes Temple a spokesman for the conserva- 
tionist argument that natural resources should be protected rather than indis- 
criminately exploited. On this matter the judge claims to be of Natty’s mind: 
“Your reasoning is mine: for once, old hunter, we agree in opinion.” But 
Natty quickly dismisses the notion of any such alliance. He feels that the 
judge, like his neighbors, fails to appreciate nature for itself. Although the 
judge is not indifferent to the physical environment’s beauty and usefulness, 
he invariably seeks to convert nature into wealth. He opposes the wholesale 
destruction of the maple trees because he contemplates improvements in the 
manufacture of sugar, anticipating the day “when farms and plantations shall 
be devoted to this branch of business,” and because even the butts of the trees 
felled so carelessly by the settlers “would have sold in the Philadelphia 
market for twenty dollars.” The settlers are unable to get their logs to 
Philadelphia at present, as Jones points out derisively, but the judge’s imag- 
ined canals and bridges are the developments that will make transportation 
to the metropolis possible. To Judge Temple, the maples are “treasures,” 
“jewels of the forest,” and “mines of comfort and wealth.” As his language 
indicates, he has as strong an interest in extracting profit from them as in 
mining the surrounding mountains for coal and precious metals. 

Against the ascendant commercial order represented by the judge, Cooper 
places the Leatherstocking as an advocate for the residual values of an older 
society. Natty is interested not in conservation but in reversing or at least 
halting the course of history; he pines for the time before humans and nature 
came under the sway of economic calculation. The Otsego area was “a second 
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paradise,” he contends, and “would have been so to this day, but for the 
money of Marmaduke Temple.” Natty is the novel’s spokesman for a world 
based on use rather than on exchange; he gives voice both to the Indian 
understanding of the proper relation of humans to the environment and to 
the ideals of the household regime. Various characters in The Pioneers refer to 
“the native owners of the soil,” but this designation 1s purely metaphoric 
because the Indians had no conception of the land as private property. They 
thought in terms of usufruct rights, not the ownership of real estate; what 
they “owned” was the use of the land, including the privilege of hunting and 
fishing on it. 

Natty, who has lived among the Indians, shares their emphasis on the 
usefulness of things. A man in his seventies in 1793, when the story opens, 
he abhors the “wasty ways” of the settlers and believes that “the least thing 
was . . . made for use, and not to destroy.” He protests against the slaughter 
of wildlife like the passenger pigeons and the Otsego bass because “God made 
them for man’s food, and for no other discernable reason,” and it is “sinful 
and wasty to catch more than can be eat.” Similarly he opposes the destruc- 
tion of the maple trees, not, like Judge Temple, in order to harvest them 
more efficiently someday, but because they were “made for the beasts and 
birds to harbour in, and when man wanted their flesh, their skins, or their 
feathers, there’s the place to seek them.” 

Natty’s stress on use has an analogue in Cooper’s continued concern for 
literature’s social benefits. Like The Spy, The Pioneers constructs a microcosm 
of the Republic, enabling readers to conceptualize the nation as a distinct 
community. The epigraph from James Kirke Paulding’s The Backwoodsman, 
referring to habits, manners, and contrasts “{t}hat other lands and ages never 
knew,” prepares for the wealth of almost sociological notation. Cooper 
mounts an elaborate case for the “melting pot” thesis of American identity. 
His Templeton is a “composite order” — the phrase is his — consisting of 
immigrants drawn from all the countries of Europe, all living together in 
relative harmony. The settlement’s immense “variety in character and na- 
tions” emerges vividly from the cultural idiosyncrasies, multiple dialects, 
and differences in accent of its inhabitants. Cooper takes special care to 
distinguish American language — to some, proof of the Republic’s cultural 
dependency — from that of England. He peppers the text with minilectures 
on the singularities of native speech, explaining the derivation and nuances of 
“clearing,” “Yankee,” “sleigh,” and of phrases like “make their pitch.” 

It is above all the physical environment that demarcates the United States 
from the Old World. Instead of Irving’s cemeteries and cathedrals, Cooper 
provides extended descriptions of landscape and climate. His graphic word- 
pictures of existence in the wilderness link him once again to the ancient 


JAMES FENIMORE COOPER 689 


woodsman who feels so much reverence for the natural world. The Pioneers 
abounds in stunning visual images of humans interacting with their surround- 
ings; scenes like the chase of the deer on the lake, the nighttime fishing for the 
bass, the shooting of the pigeons, whose numbers darken the heavens as far as 
the eye can see, and the visit to the woodchopper, Billy Kirby, while he ts 
manufacturing maple sugar in the mountains — “no unreal picture of human 
life in its first stages of civilization,” as Cooper calls the last episode — these 
and other scenes are among the most fully realized descriptive passages in 
American Romantic fiction. Anticipating Joseph Conrad’s famous prescrip- 
tion for the novel — “before all, to make you see!” — they impart to the book a 
static, painterly quality. 

It should be apparent that function has ceased to govern literary craft in 
The Pioneers; the wish to celebrate American uniqueness is unmistakably 
there, but it is subsumed in the goal of creating artistically satisfying mo- 
ments. The preface of 1823 implicitly acknowledges as much. Omitting any 
reference to civic or didactic purposes, Cooper speaks of his delight in repre- 
senting the scenes of his youth; the book, he says, “has been written, exclu- 
sively, to please myself.” The effect of this relish for pure aesthetic pleasure is 
to push the novel in the direction of the visual arts. Contemporaries noticed 
this immediately; they hailed Cooper’s book as a natural ally of painting and 
illustration. The New York periodical press reported that The Pioneers “ex- 
cited a sensation among the artists, altogether unprecedented in the history 
of our domestic literature.” Cooper, who has Elizabeth Temple call the 
fishing scene “a subject for the pencil,” told a correspondent that he hoped to 
“rouse the sleeping talents of the nation,” and he must have felt gratified by 
the outpouring of visual artworks based on his narrative. The panther scene 
inspired numerous engravings as well as oil paintings by John Quidor and 
George Loring Brown, and there were original canvases or drawings devoted 
to the forest fire, Natty’s defense of his hut, the death of Mohegan, and many 
other incidents. 

A landscape painter in words, Cooper furthered a major realignment of the 
American novel or rather of that strain of novels decreasingly committed to 
the role of teacher. Just a few years earlier, it had been customary to associate 
fiction with rhetorical discourses on morality and politics. Much like Irving’s 
revealingly titled Sketch Book, authored by “Geoffrey Crayon,” The Pioneers 
encouraged an association with the fine arts, which is to say with the aes- 
thetic in its purest, least functional form. Literature was no longer to be 
situated in a discursive field with orations, histories, and sermons. Instead, it 
was to be constellated with the nonpragmatic realm of painting, with a 
medium whose capacity to “say” was considerably less salient than its ability 
to “be.” 
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The alliance of fiction with the pictorial arts had advantages for both. The 

novel, that latecomer among literary forms, lost some of its moral justifica- 
ion, but it gained in other ways; association with traditional high culture 

conferred instant prestige. The genre’s desirability as an object of consump- 
tion was enhanced. The expanding, modernizing economy that emerged after 
the War of 1812 created wealth and an appetite for home-grown products. 
People had more disposable income and more leisure time in which to spend 
it. Many felt a new willingness to read for entertainment, to purchase litera- 
ture for its beauty and excitement regardless of any message it might impart. 
Here Cooper diverges from the Leatherstocking: in his Judge Temple-like 
awareness of the exchange value of his text’s artful evocations of nature. He 
knew that the passages of exceptional beauty were powerful inducements to 
buy the novel, and he gave two of them, Natty’s killing of the deer and the 
Christmas turkey shoot, to the Commercial Advertiser to arouse prepublication 
interest among potential readers. The strategy succeeded so well that thirty- 
five hundred copies of The Pioneers were sold within a day of its publication. 

The fine arts, for their part, gained in acceptance and dissemination from 
their union with the novel. Until recently, Americans had regarded paintings 
as superfluous and unrepublican. To the revolutionary generation, visual 
artworks were expensive luxuries that filled no real need. Native-born paint- 
ers like Benjamin West and John Singleton Copley had been forced to settle 
abroad to find the financial support and critical appreciation missing in their 
homeland. Even history painting, which was supposed to promote national- 
ism, failed to overcome these prejudices: West’s famous Death of General Wolfe 
was executed in London, not in New York or in Philadelphia. By the 1820s, 
the situation was changing, thanks in part to the waning of the functionalist 
requirement, but the fine arts remained foreign to the experience of most 
Americans. Cooper’s novel helped to dispel that exoticism by encouraging 
receptivity to visual representation, metaphorically through language but 
also quite literally by providing artists with well-known characters and 
scenes to reproduce. 

The country’s first successful professional novelist played a key role in 
establishing the visual arts as a viable profession. The celebrity of The Pioneers 
meant that painters and illustrators could be sure of an already existing 
market for their works. Along with the fiction of Irving and the poetry of 
Bryant, Cooper’s novels contributed to the emergence of the Hudson River 
School, the first native community of artists and the creators of a distinctive 
style of American landscape painting. One of the most gifted members of the 
group, Thomas Cole, painted forest and mountain scenes from several of the 
Leatherstocking Tales, including The Pioneers. Engravers and illustrators in 
particular found Cooper’s book a rich vein to mine. Thanks to improved 
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technologies, such as steel engraving, they could realistically expect to earn a 
living by illustrating books and magazines (as well as by engraving bank 
notes, a major source of employment in the 1820s). Cooper’s “Descriptive 
Tale” offered a range of possibilities: engravings of its characters and settings 
appeared in later editions of the novel, in journals like The Columbian Maga- 
zine and The Port Folio, and in a separate volume entitled [//ustrations from The 
Spy, The Pioneers, and the Waverley Novels, with Explanatory and Critical Remarks 
(1826). Just as the prestige of the fine arts rubbed off on fiction, so the arts 
themselves were democratized, made available in inexpensive copies for 
which Americans were now prepared to pay. 

One thing the beautiful helped to “sell” was nature, and in this respect too 
The Pioneers had an almost immediate impact. To be sure, people who read 
the book did not flock to the mountains and woods after wealth; they went 
there in search of visual appropriations of the wilderness. In Chapter 26 
Natty delivers a rapturous speech describing the view from Pine Orchard in 
the Catskills. As he launches into his description, he begins to sound more 
like a travel guide interested in promotion than a solitary frontiersman. “I 
can recommend the spot,” he effuses to Effingham, adding that “it 1s a spot 
to make a man solemnize,” “the best piece of work that I’ve met with in the 
woods.” Effingham, who is greatly impressed by Natty’s eloquence, remarks 
that he has “never heard of this spot before; it is not mentioned in the books,” 
but, of course, it is mentioned in Cooper’s book, and the description of it not 
only inspired a painting by Cole but was instrumental in publicizing the 
site’s attractions. Natty’s account was believed to be so accurate that one 
could locate the very place where he stood. Nearby was a large resort hotel, 
the Catskill Mountain House, which, as James Franklin Beard, Cooper’s 
modern editor, relates, became “a world-famous Mecca for lovers of fine 
scenery from the 1820s to the end of the nineteenth century.” Moved by The 
Pioneers, tourists came from as far away as Europe to savor the picturesque 
view; they brought business to the Mountain House and enjoyed themselves 
in aesthetic consumption of nature. 

The title of Cooper’s novel contains a significant ambiguity: the word 
“pioneers” refers both to Natty, who flees the settlements for the woods, and 
to Judge Temple, who leads the march of civilization into the untamed 
regions of the country. D. H. Lawrence believed that Cooper was of Natty’s 
party without knowing it. On our reading, it is the other way around: 
Cooper’s real allegiance is to the judge and to the society he heads. The 
Pioneers pointed the way into the wilderness for seekers after beauty, and it 
made profits out of nature for its author as well as for others. But in another 
sense the very opposition between the Leatherstocking and the judge has to 
be questioned. Although the tale posits an antithesis between use and ex- 
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change, between the woodsman’s viewpoint and the magistrate’s, it also 
works to elide that contrast by lending Natty’s words and presence to the 
commodifying of beautiful places like Pine Hill. By 1823, The Pzoneers 
suggests, the two perspectives were not so much opposites as part of a 
continuum; Cooper may lean to one pole or the other, but use has become a 
pretext or rationale for exchange in a society undergoing rapid commercializa- 
tion. Perhaps the most telling index of collusion between Natty’s party (if 
not Natty himself) and the judge’s involves the Effinghams. The novel’s 
representatives of proud if frayed gentility — and in this they resemble Coo- 
per himself — the Effinghams once employed the Leatherstocking and now 
act as his allies, but they turn out to be in league with the Temples. It is not 
merely that Oliver, after siding with Natty and Mohegan, ends up marrying 
Elizabeth and inheriting the judge’s lands. Before the Revolution the 
Effinghams had entered into a secret partnership with Judge Temple. Al- 
though they looked down on commerce as “a degrading pursuit” and kept 
their connection to the judge concealed, they were implicated in his mercan- 
tile enterprises from the beginning and “entitled to an equal participation in 
the profits.” 

Yet a share of the profits was never enough to allay Cooper’s discomfort 
about partnership with the judge. Lawrence’s interpretation seems more 
defensible if the Leatherstocking series — and Cooper’s career — is considered 
as a whole. Even in The Pioneers, residual values engross Cooper’s imagina- 
tion. The ending of the book, in which Natty holds his final interview with 
Elizabeth and Effingham before departing for the West, can be read as a 
farewell to the whole constellation of attitudes marginalized or rendered 
obsolete by the transformation of the United States in the first quarter of the 
nineteenth century; the emotional force of the text lies with the defeated 
elements. More than that, the novel’s concluding scene suggests a dour 
judgment on the emergent order’s historical amnesia. The tombstone erected 
by Oliver to commemorate Chingachgook —a figure from a vanishing 
America — contains a significant error: the inscription for the Indian warrior 
musspells his name as “Chingagook,” a distortion, Natty complains, that 
obliterates the name’s meaning. It seems reasonable to interpret this erasure 
as emblematic of the Romantic age’s repression of republican culture. And 
the point is underscored when Oliver makes the spectacularly inappropriate 
gesture of offering Natty bank notes to carry with him into the wilderness. 

In his later writings, the nonfiction as well as the novels, Cooper became 
ever more vociferous in his disaffection from the present. Something of a 
cranky reactionary by the 1840s, he wrote novels extolling the organic, 
elitist communities of his childhood and berating his compatriots for their 
avarice and disrespect for traditional ways. Nor did Cooper ever relinquish 


JAMES FENIMORE COOPER 693 


his understanding of letters as serving a socially useful purpose. The Crater, 
his anti-utopian novel of 1847 and one of the last works he published, sounds 
“a timely warning” that “those who now live in this republic” face destruc- 
tion unless they amend their behavior. And of course the subsequent volumes 
of the Leatherstocking Tales stage a steady retreat from the judge’s world. 
Cooper, as a professional author, belonged to the specialized market society of 
the Jacksonian era, but the books in which he solidified his position as the 
country’s greatest historical romancer follow Natty in turning from the clear- 
ings to the woods. 


CHRONOLOGY 
1590-1820 


Cyrus R. K. Patell 


695 


969 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World Historical Events in the New World 


1590 Hakluyt, Richard (1552-1616), The Principal 
Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques, and Discoveries 
of the English Nation (1589-90) 


Harriot, Thomas (1560-1621), A Brief and True 
Report of the New Found Land of Virginia (edition 
with de Bry engravings, published in Latin, En- 
glish, French, and German as the first install- 
ment in a projected series entitled America; an 
unillustrated edition was published in 1588) 


1591 


1§92 


1593 White, John (7. 1585-93), The Fifth Voyage of 
M. John White into the West Indies and Parts of 
America called Virginia, in the Year 1590 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Sidney, Arcadia (written c. 1580-2) 
Spenser, The Faerie Queene, Books I- 
Il 


Henry IV of France excommunicated 
by Pope Gregory XIV. 


Sidney, Astrophel and Stella (posth. ) 


Michel de Montaigne dies (b. 1533). 

Kyd, The Spanish Tragedy 

Henry IV of France becomes a Roman 
Catholic. 


George Herbert born (d. 1633). 
Christopher Marlowe dies (b. 1564). 
Nicholas Poussin born (d. 1665). 


L69 


1594 Henry IV crowned king, enters Paris. 
Tintoretto dies (b. 1518). 
1595 Henry IV absolved by Pope Clement 
VIII. 
Torquato Tasso dies (b. 1544). 
1596 Raleigh, Walter (1552?-1618), The Discovery of Pacification of Ireland by British. 
the Large, Rich, and Beautiful Empire of Guiana, 


with a Relation of the Great and Golden City of 
Manoa (which the Spaniards call El Dorado) 


Spenser, The Faerie Queene, Books [V— 
VI 


1597 Second Spanish Armada leaves for En- 
gland and is scattered by storms at 
sea. 


René Descartes born (d. 1650). 


Bacon, Essays, Civil and Moral 


1598 MHakluyt, Richard (1552-1616), The Principal Fyodor I of Russia dies; Boris 
Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques, and Discoveries Godunov seizes throne and 1s for- 
of the English Nation (second edition, 1598— mally elected czar by national as- 
1600) sembly. 

1599 Edmund Spenser dies (b. 1552). 


1600 


869 


1601 


1603 


1604 


1605 


1606 


1607 


1608 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Smith, John (1580-1631), A True Relation of Vir- 


ginta 


Historical Events in the New World 


French hostilities with Indians. 


Virginia Company of London is 
granted royal charter and sends 
120 colonists to Virginia. 


Founding of Jamestown, Virginia, 
first English settlement on the 
American mainland. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Earl of Essex leads a revolt against 
Elizabeth I; he is tried for treason 
and executed. 


Death of Elizabeth I; accession of 
James I to the English throne. 


Guy Fawkes plot against James I. 


Cervantes, Don Quixote, Part | 
Spenser, The Mutabilitie Cantos 
(posth. ) 


Rembrandt van Rijn born (d. 1669). 
Jonson, Volpone 


Shakespeare, King Lear 


“Flight of Earls” from Ireland to 
Spain to escape arrest for at- 
tempted insurrection. 


Monteverdi, Orfeo 


Galileo constructs astronomical tele- 
scope. 
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1609 


IG1O 


1611 


1612 


1613 


1614 


1615 


1616 


1617 


Jesuit Relations (New World diaries published an- 
nually until 1768) 


Smith, John (1580-1631), A Map of Virginia, 
with a Description of the Country, the Commodities, 
People, Government and Religion; The Proceedings of 
the English Colony in Virginia 


Smith, John (1580-1631), A Description of New 
England 


Henry Hudson discovers the Hudson 
River, claims New Netherlands. 


Henry Hudson discovers Hudson’s 
Bay. 


Tobacco planted in Virginia. 


Pocahontas, a Native-American prin- 
cess, marries John Rolfe. 


Smallpox epidemic kills 75—95 per- 
cent of the native population along 
the coast between Penobscot and 
Cape Cod. 


Separatists (called “Brownists”) move 
from England to Holland. 


Michelangelo Caravaggio dies (b. 
1579). 


James I dissolves Parliament. 


Shakespeare, The Tempest 


Webster, The White Devil 


Fire destroys Globe Theater, London. 


Cervantes, Don Quixote, Part Il 


William Shakespeare dies (b. 1564). 


Ben Jonson becomes poet laureate of 
England. 


ool 


1618 


1619 


1620 


1621 


1622 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World Historical Events in the New World 


First Africans arrive in Virginia. 

First representative assembly in 
North America meets in Virginia 
under Governor Sir George 
Yeardley. 


Signing of Mayflower Compact; Puri- 
tans land at Cape Cod and estab- 


lish a settlement named Plymouth. 


First Puritan governor, John Carver, 
dies; William Bradford (1590- 
1657) assumes post and serves un- 
til his death. 


A Relation or Journal of the Beginning and Proceedings 
of the English Plantation Settled at Plymouth in 
New England (commonly known as Mourt’s Rela- 
tion; attrib. to William Bradford and Edward 
Winslow; short title refers to George Morton 
who saw it through the press) 


Smith, John (1580-1631), New England's Trials 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Sir Walter Raleigh returns to En- 
gland and is executed. 


Bacon, Novum organum 
Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy 


1I0oZ 


1623 


1624 


1625 


1626 


1627 


1628 


New Netherland in America formally 
organized as a province. 

First English settlement in New 
Hampshire. 


Smith, John (1580-1631), The General History of | Virginia becomes crown colony; Vir- 
Virginia, New England, and the Summer Isles ginia Company dissolved; Sir Fran- 
cis Wyatt made governor. 
Winslow, Edward (1595-1655), Good News from 
New England (pamphlet) 


Purchas, Samuel (1575?—1626), Hak/uytus 
Posthumus; or Purchas His Pilgrimes, containing a 
History of the World in Sea Voyages and Land Trav- 
els, by Englishmen and others 


Peter Minuit arrives in New Nether- 
land, buys Manhattan Island, and 
renames it New Amsterdam. 


Captain Miles Standish of Plymouth 
leads an attack upon Thomas Mor- 
ton and his group; Morton tried 
but acquitted. 


The First Folio: Mr. William Shake- 
speares Comedies, Histories and Trage- 
dies Published According to the True 
Originall Copies 


Poussin, Rape of the Sabine Women 


Death of James I; accession of Charles 
I. 


Bacon, The New Atlantts 


Petition of Right sent by the House 
of Commons to Charles I. 


COL 


1629 


1630 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Winthrop, John (1588-1649), Reasons to be Con- 
sidered . . . for the Intended Plantation in New En- 
gland (pamphlet) 


Bradford, William (1590-1657), Begins to 
write “Of Plymouth Plantation”; continues after 
hiatus in 1646; preserved in church records 
(published in 1856 as The History of Plymouth 
Plantation) 


Cotton, John (1584-1652), God's Promise to His 
Plantation (sermon) 


Smith, John (1580-1631), The True Travels, Ad- 
ventures, and Observations of Captain John Smith in 
Europe, Asia, Africa, and America, beginning 
about the year 1593, and continued to this present 
1629 


Winthrop, John (1588-1649), “A Model of 
Christian Charity” (lay sermon); begins keeping 
his Journal (published in 1825—6 as The History 
of New England from 1630 to 1049) 


Historical Events in the New World 


John Winthrop negotiates an agree- 
ment with English government to 
establish Massachusetts Bay Com- 
pany and is elected its governor by 
its Puritan stockholders. 


John Endecott arrests Thomas Mor- 
ton, who returns to England. 

Members of Massachusetts Bay Com- 
pany sail aboard the Arbella to 
New England and found a colony 
that becomes Boston. Beginning of 
the “Great Migration.” 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Col 


1631 


1632 


1633 


1634 


1635 


1636 


Smith, John (1580—1631), Advertisements: Or, The 
Path-Way to Experience to Erect a Plantation 


Diaz del Casillo, Bernal (1496-1584), The True 
History of the Conquest of New Spain (written in 
the 1560s) 


Hooker, Thomas (1586—1647), The Soul's Prepa- 
ration for Christ (tract) 


Wood, William (1606—post-1637), New En- 
gland’s Prospect (nonfiction) 


Boston becomes capital of Massachu- 
setts. 

Cecilius Calvert, Lord Baltimore, re- 
ceives charter for Maryland colony. 


John Cotton resigns his post at Sct. 
Botolph in Boston, England, and 
sails to America with Thomas 
Hooker and Samuel Stone. 


First settlements in Maryland. 


Boston Latin School established. 
Roger Williams ordered by Massachu- 
setts General Court to return to En- 
gland; flees with followers to 
Rhode Island, where they found 
Providence. 


First “Indian War” (against Pequots). 
Harvard College founded. 


John Donne dies (b. 15727). 


John Locke born (d. 1704). 


Pol 


1637 


1638 


1639 


1640 


1641 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Morton, Thomas (1590?—1647), New English Ca- 


naan (pamphlet) 


Underhill, John (c. 1597-1672), News from 
America (pamphlet) 


Mather, Richard (1596—1669), The Whole Book 
of Psalms Faithfully Translated into English Meter 
(trans. with John Eliot and Thomas Weld; 
commonly known as The Bay Psalm Book) 


Shepard, Thomas (1604-49), The Sincere Con- 
vert, Discovering the Paucity of True Beltevers 
(tract) 


Cotton, John (1584-1652), The Way of Life 
(tract) 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
Historical Events in the New World World 


Thomas Hooker and Samuel Stone re- 
locate their congregation to Hart- 
ford, Connecticut, in defiance of 
Massachusetts authorities. 


Antinomian Crisis: Anne Hutchinson 
and her husband are banished from 
Massachusetts and flee to Rhode Is- 
land. 


Charles I summons the “Long Parlia- 
ment” (1640—Go). 


Col 


1642 


1643 


1644 


1645 


1646 


Cotton, John (1584-1652), The Pouring Out of the 
Seven Vials; The Church's Resurrection (sermons) 


Lechford, Thomas (?), Plain Dealing, or News 
from New England (pamphlet) 


Williams, Roger (1603?—83). A Key into the Lan- 
guage of America 


Williams, Roger (1603?-—83), The Bloody Tenent 
of Persecution, for Cause of Conscience, Discussed 
(tract) 


Cotton, John (1584-1652), The Way of the 
Churches of Christ in New England (tract) 


Shepard, Thomas (1604-49), The Sound Believer. 


Or, a Treatise of Evangelical Conversion 


Ward, Nathaniel (1578?—1652), The Simple Cob- 
bler of Aggawam in America (tract) 


Bradford, William (1590—1657) writes the sec- 
ond book of his history of Plymouth Plantation 
from his journals; it is lost after the American 
Revolution until 1865, when both books are 
published together for the first time 


Basic literacy law passed in Massachu- 
setts. 

Sir William Berkeley becomes gover- 
nor of Virginia. 


Massachusetts Bay, Plymouth, Con- 
necticut, and New Haven colonies 
form the New England Federation. 


English Civil War (1642-6). 

Cardinal Richelieu dies (b. 1585); suc- 
ceeded as first minister of France 
by Cardinal Mazarin. 


Milton, “L’Allegro” and “II 
Penseroso” 


Surrender of Charles I. 


gol 


1647 


1648 


1649 


1650 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Cotton, John (1584-1652), The Bloody Tenent, 
Washed, and Made White in the Blood of the Lamb 
(tract) 


Hooker, Thomas (1586-1647), A Survey of the 
Sum of Church Discipline (tract) 


Baxter, Richard (1615-91), The Saint's Everlast- 
ing Rest (tract) 


Bradstreet, Anne (c.1612—-72), The Tenth Muse, 
Lately Sprung Up in America (verse) 


Historical Events in the New World 


Peter Stuyvesant becomes governor of 
New Netherland. 

Law requiring towns to maintain 
schools passed in Massachusetts 
Bay Colony. 


Thomas Hooker dies (b. 1586). 
Massachusetts and Connecticut Con- 


gregationalists adopt the Cam- 
bridge Platform. 


John Winthrop dies (b. 1588). 


First export of iron from Massachu- 
setts to England. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


George Fox founds first Quaker soci- 
ety in England (1648-50). 

Peace of Westphalia ends Thirty 
Years War. 


Charles I executed at Whitehall. Com- 
monwealth formed. Oliver Crom- 
well becomes commander in chief 
of the army. 


Charles II proclaimed king in Scot- 
land. 


(faye 


1651 


1652 


1653 


1654 


1655 


Williams, Roger (1603?—83), The Bloody Tenent 
Yet More Bloody (tract) 


Keayne, Robert (?), The Last Will and Testament 


Wigglesworth, Michael (1631-1705) begins his 
Diary (published in 1965) 


Eliot, John (1604-90), Primer or Catechism in the 
Massachusetts Indian Language 


Johnson, Edward (1598-1672), A Hastory of 
New England (better known as The Wonder- 
Working Providence of Zion’s Saviour in New En- 


gland) 


Maine declared legal part of the Mas- 
sachusetts Bay Colony. 


John Cotton dies (b. 1584). 


Peter Stuyvesant forced to grant self- 
government to New Amsterdam. 


Dutch occupy Fort Casimir (now 
Newcastle) on the Delaware River, 
ending Swedish rule in North 
America. 


Charles II defeated by Cromwell; es- 
capes to France. 


Hobbes, Leviathan 


Oliver Cromwell becomes Lord Pro- 
tector of the Commonwealth. 


Cromwell dissolves Parliament. 


gol 


1656 


1657 


1658 


1659 


1660 


1661 


1662 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Hooker, Thomas (1586—1647), The Application 
of Redemption (posth.) 


Norton, John (1606-63), Abel Being Dead Yet 
Speaketh; or, The Life and Death of . . . John Cot- 


ton 


Wigglesworth, Michael (1631-1705), The Day 
of Doom: or, A Poetical Description of the Great and 
Last Judgement (verse); God's Controversy with 
New England (verse) 


Historical Events in the New World 


English Quakers arrive in Boston, 
but are arrested and deported. 


Quakers arrive in New Amsterdam 
and are sent to Rhode Island. 


Two Quakers executed in Boston. 


Half-Way Covenant: Boston Synod 


modifies rules for church member- 


ship to counter declining conver- 
sions. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Death of Oliver Cromwell; his son 
Richard becomes Lord Protector. 


Richard Cromwell forced to resign; 
Commonwealth reestablished. 
Restoration of Charles II to the En- 

glish throne. 


Theaters reopened in London. 


Charles II calls first Parliament 
(known as “Cavalier Parliament”). 


Founding of the Royal Society. 


6o0L 


1663 


1664 


1665 


1666 


1667 


1668 


Carolina charter granted to eight pro- Butler Hudibras (1663-78) 
prietors. 
Rhode Island granted charter. 


British troops seize New Amsterdam 
(renamed New York) and Fort 
Orange (renamed Albany) from the 
Dutch. 

Charter for New Jersey granted to 
two proprietors. 


Danforth, Samuel (1626—74), An Astronomical Colony of New Jersey founded. 
Description of the Late Comet 


Eliot, John (1604-90), The Indian Grammar Be- Great Fire of London. 


fun Bunyan, Grace Abounding to the Chief 


of Sinners 
Moliere, The Misanthropist 


End of Anglo-Dutch War in Amer- Milton, Paradise Lost 
1Ca. 


John Dryden named poet laureate of 
England. 


Dryden, Essay on Dramatick Poesie 
La Fontaine, Fables (1668—94) 


On 


1669 


1670 


1671 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Eliot, John (1604-90), The Indian Primer 


Morton, Nathaniel (1613-85), New England's Me- 
movial (history) 


Walley, Thomas (1616-79), Balm in Gilead to 
Heal Zion’s Wounds (sermon) 


Firmin, Giles (?), The Real Christian (tract) 


Mather, Increase (1639-1723), The Life and 
Death of that Reverend Man of God, Mr. Richard 
Mather 


Wigglesworth, Michael (1631-1705), Meat Out 
of the Eater (verse) 


Danforth, Samuel (1626-74), A Brief Recognition 
of New England's Evrand into the Wilderness (ser- 
mon) 


Mitchell, Jonathan (1624-68), Nehemiah on the 
Wall in Troubled Times (sermon) 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
Historical Events in the New World World 


British colony established at Charles- Pascal, Pensées 
ton, South Carolina. 


Milton, Paradise Regained; Samson 
Agonistes 


aoe 


1672 


1673 


1674 


1675 


1676 


Josselyn, John (1610—post-1692), New England's 
Rarities Discovered (travel) 


Oakes, Urian (1631-81), New England Pleaded 
With, and Pressed to Consider the Things Which 
Concern Her Peace (sermon) 


Shepard, Thomas, Jr. (1605-49), Eye-Salve, or a 
Watch-Word from Our Lord Jesus Christ unto His 
Churches to Take Heed of Apostasy (sermon) 


Josselyn, John (1610—post-1692), An Account of 
Two Voyages to New England 


Mather, Increase (1639-1723), The Day of Trou- 
ble 1s Near (sermon) 


Torrey, Samuel (1632—1707), Anu Exhortation 
Unto Reformation (sermon) 


Mather, Increase (1639-1723), Anz Earnest Exhor- 
tation to the Inhabitants of New England (essay) 


Third Anglo-Dutch War. 
Anne Bradstreet dies (b. 1612). 


French expedition finds upper Missis- 
SIPpt. 


Treaty of Westminster returns New 
York to the British. 

Sir Edmund Andros appointed gover- 
nor of New York. 


King Philip’s War (Iroquois Confeder- 
acy against New England Confeder- 
acy), 1675-6. 


Nathaniel Bacon’s Rebellion, in Vir- 
ginia. 


Royal African Company founded 
(slave trade). 


Parliament passes Test Act (against 
Roman Catholics). 


Holy Roman Empire declares war on 
France. 


John Milton dies (b. 1608). 


Ciel 


1677 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World Historical Events in the New World 
Hubbard, William (c. 1621-1704), The Happi- 
ness of a People in the Wisdom of their Rulers (ser- 


mon) 


Mather, Increase (1639-1723), A Brief History 
of the War with the Indians in New England 


Tompson, Benjamin (1642-1714), “New En- 
gland’s Crisis. Or a Brief Narrative, of New En- 
gland’s Lamentable Estate at Present” (verse); 
“On a Fortification at Boston Begun by 
Women” (mock epic) 


Hooker, Samuel (1635-97), Righteousness Rained English Quakers settle in New Jer- 
from Heaven (sermon) sey. 

Hubbard, William (c. 1621-1704), A Relation 
of the Troubles Which Have Happened in New En- 
gland, By Reason of the Indians There 


Mather, Increase (1639-1723), A Renewal of 
Covenant the Great Duty Incumbent on Decaying 
and Distressed Churches (sermon) 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Racine, Phaedra 


€1L 


1678 


1679 


1680 


1681 


1682 


Oakes, Urian (1631-81), “An Elegie on the 
Death of the Reverend Mr. Thomas Shepard” 
(verse) 


Bradstreet, Anne (c. 1612-72), Several Poems 
(posth.) 


Mather, Increase (1639-1723), Pray for the Ris- 
ing Generation (sermon) 


Adams, William (?), The Necessity of Pouring Out 
of the Spirit from on High upon a Sinning Apostatiz- 
ing People (sermon) 


Mather, Increase (1639-1723), A Call from 
Heaven to the Present and Succeeding Generations 


Hubbard, William (c. 1621-1704), General His- 
tory of New England from the Discovery to 
MDCLXXX (published 1815) 


Goodhue, Sarah (1641-81), Valedictory and Mont- 


tory Writing (nonfiction) 


Mather, Cotton (1663—1728), “A Poem Dedi- 
cated to the Memory of . . . Urian Oakes” 


Sieur Duluth claims the upper Missis- 
sippi for France. 


New Hampshire proclaimed separate 
colony. 


William Penn given charter for 
Quaker colony of Pennsylvania by 
Charles II. 


Philadelphia becomes capital of Wil- 


liam Penn’s colony. 


Popish Plot (supposed threat to 
Charles II). 


Cavalier Parliament dissolved. 
Habeas Corpus Act passed in En- 
gland. 


Thomas Hobbes dies (b. 1588). 


British “penny post” established. 
Comédie Francaise founded. 


Otway, Venzce Preserv’d 


Pil 


1683 


1684 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Rowlandson, Mary White (c. 1637-1711?), The 
Sovereignty and Goodness of God, Together with the 
Faithfulness of His Promises Displayed; Being a 
Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. 
Mary Rowlandson . . . (pamphlet) 

Taylor, Edward (1644?—1729), God's Determina- 
tions Touching His Elect (verse; approximate com- 
pletion date; published 1939) 


Willard, Samuel (1640-1707), The Firey Trial 
No Strange Thing (sermon); Covenant-Keeping the 
Way to Blessedness (sermon) 


Torrey, Samuel (1632-1707), A Plea for the Life 
of Dying Religion (sermon) 


Mather, Increase (1639-1723), Some Important 
Truths Concerning Conversion (sermon) 


Willard, Samuel (1640-1707), A Child's Portion: 
or the Unseen Glory (sermon); Mercy Magnified on 
a Penitent Prodigal (sermon) 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 


Historical Events in the New World World 


Sieur de La Salle claims lower Missis- 
sippi Valley for France, names it 
Louisiana after Louis IV. 


Rye House Plot to assassinate Charles 
II. 
Turks besiege Vienna. 
Revocation of the Massachusetts Char- Pierre Corneille dies (b. 1606). 
ter by the Land Court of Chancery; 
Edward Randolph appointed gover- 
nor. 


CiZ 


1685 


1686 


1687 


1688 


Mather, Cotton (1663-1728), “An Elegy. . . 
on Nathanael Collins” 


Mather, Increase (1639—1723) begins to com- 
pose a formal autobiography from his many di- 
ary volumes (published 1962) 


Moodey, Joshua (1633-97), A Practical Discourse 
Concerning the Choice Benefit of Communion with 
God in His House (sermon) 


Mather, Cotton (1663-1728), The Call of the Gos- 
pel (sermon) 


Whiting, John (1635-89), The Way of Israel's 
Welfare (sermon) 


Willard, Samuel (1640-1707), Heavenly Merchan- 
dise; or the Purchasing of Truth Recommended and 
the Selling of It Dissuaded (sermon) 


La Salle explores east Texas. 


Edict of Nantes revoked; French Hu- 


guenots settle in America. 


Installation of Anglican Royal Gover- 


nor of Massachusetts, Sir Edmund 
Andros. 


First Anglican church service held in 
Boston. 
Yamasee Indian revolt in Florida. 


Death of Charles II; accession of 
James II. 


J. S. Bach born (d. 1750). 


Newton, Principia mathematica 


“Glorious Revolution”: Whigs and 
Tories invite Prince William of 


gil 


1689 


1690 


1691 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Bailey, John (1644-97), Man’s Chief End to Glo- 
rify God (sermon) 


Carre, Ezekiel (?), The Charitable Samaritan (ser- 
mon) 


Mather, Cotton (1663—1728), Memorable Provi- 
dences, Relating to Witchcrafts and Possessions 
(tract) 


Wigglesworth, Michael (1631~—1705), Riddles 
Unriddled, or, Christian Paradoxes (verse; pub- 
lished in the 4th edition of Meat Out of the 
Eater) 


Mather, Cotton (1663—1728), Companion for Com- 


municants (sermon) 


Standfast, Richard (1608-84), A Little Handful 
of Cordial Comforts for a Fainting Soul (sermon) 


Historical Events in the New World 


Colonists in Boston rebel against An- 
dros, causing his recall. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Orange to seize the English throne; 
James II flees to France. 


Behn, Oroonoko 


Accession of William and Mary as 
joint British monarchs. 

English Bill of Rights. 

Louis XIV declares war on Engiand; 
beginning of “King William’s 
War” in America (until 1697). 

Samuel Richardson born (d. 1761). 


Charles-Louis de Secondat (later 
Baron de Montesquieu) born (d. 


1755). 


Locke, A Letter Concerning Toleration 


Locke, Essay Concerning Human Under- 
standing; Two Treatises of Government 


EVE 


1692 


1693 


1694 


1695 


1696 


1697 


Mather, Cotton (1663—1728), Ornaments for the 
Daughters of Zion (sermon) 


Taylor, Edward (c.1644—1729), Christographia 
(sermons) 


Mather, Cotton (1663-1728), The Wonders of the 
Invisible World. Observations as well Historical as 
Theological, upon the Nature, the Number, and the 
Operations of the Devils (tract) 


Scottow, Joshua (1615-98), O/d Men’s Tears for 
Their Own Declensions (sermon) 


Sewall, Samuel (1652-1730), Phaenomena 
quaedam Apocalyptica Ad Aspectum Novi Orbus 
Configurata. Or, some few Lines towards a Descrip- 
tion of the New Heaven, As It makes to those who 
stand upon the New Earth (tract) 


Sir Edmund Andros appointed gover- 
nor of Virginia. 

New Massachusetts Charter. 

Salem witchcraft trials. 


Postal service between New York and 
Philadelphia. 

College of William and Mary 
founded. 


Death of Mary II. 
Francois Marie Arouet [Voltaire} born 
(d. 1778). 


Samuel Johnson born (d. 1772). 


Second recall of Andros to England. 


Purcell, “The Fairy Queen” 


gil 


1698 


1699 


1700 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Colman, Benjamin (1673-1747) and others, 
Manifesto 


Tompson, Benjamin (1642-1714), “To Lord 
Bellamont when entering Governour of the Mas- 
sachusetts’ (verse) 


Calef, Robert (1648-1719), More Wonders of the 
Invisible World (tract) 


Colman, Benjamin (1673-1747) and others, The 
Gospel Order Revived (treatise) 


Mather, Increase (1639-1723), The Order of the 
Gospel (treatise; response to The Gospel Order Re- 
vived; parodied in The Gospel Order Revised 
[1700] by members of the Brattle church) 


Sewall, Samuel (1652-1730), The Selling of Jo- 
seph (antislavery tract) 


Historical Events in the New World 


John Leverett, Simon Bradstreet, Wil- 
liam and Thomas Brattle, and oth- 
ers establish the Brattle Street 
Church and bring Benjamin 
Colman from England to become 
minister. 

“Captain Kidd,” pirate, arrested in 
New England, returned to En- 
gland and executed in 1701. 


Catholic priests banned in Massachu- 
setts. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


A. Sidney, Discourses Concerning Gov- 


ernment 


John Dryden dies (b. 1631). 
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1702 


1703 


1704 


1705 


Mather, Cotton (1663-1728), “Consolations” 
(verse) 


Brooke, Henry (167?—1735/6), “The New Meta- 
morphosis” (verse) 


Mather, Cotton (1663—1728), Magnalia Christi 
Americana; or, The Ecclesiastical History of New 
England (written 1694-8) 


Mather, Increase (1639-1723), Ichabod. Or, a 
Discourse, Showing What Cause There is to Fear 
that the Glory of the Lord is Departing from New 
England 


Brooke, Henry (167?—1735/6), “A Discours 
upon Je’sting” (verse) 


Knight, Sarah Kemble (1666—1727), The Jour- 
nal of Madam Knight (includes six poems; pub- 
lished 1825) 


Boston News-Letter (first successful American news- 
paper; ceases publication 1776) 


Beverley, Robert (c. 1673-1722), The History 
and Present State of Virginia (revised edition 
1722); An Essay upon the Government of the En- 
glish Plantations on the Continent of America 


Establishment of Yale College. War of the Spanish Succession (En- 
gland against France and Spain). 


“Queen Anne’s War”: colonial phase Death of William III; accession of 
of the War of the Spanish Succes- Anne to British throne. 
sion (1702-13). 


French and Indians attack Deerfield, John Locke dies (b. 1632). 


M h ts. 
ener Swift, A Tale of the Tubs; The Battle of 


the Books 


Michael Wigglesworth dies (b. 
1631). 


ozl 


1706 


{707 


1708 


1709 


I71IO 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Mather, Cotton (1663-1728), The Negro Chris- 
tianized (sermon) 


Colman, Benjamin (1673-1747), “A Poem on 
Elijah’s Translation”; A Practical Discourse on the 
Parable of the Ten Virgins (sermon) 


Cook, Ebenezer (fl. 1708-32), The Sot-Weed Fac- 
tor (verse) 


Saffin, John (1626-1710), John Saffin, His Book 
(1665-1708) (commonplace book, published 
1928) 


Tompson, Benjamin (1642-1714), “The Gram- 
marian’s Funeral” (verse) 


Cheever, Ezekiel (1615-1708), A Short History of 
the Latin Tongue 


Mather, Cotton (1663—1728), Bonifacius, an Es- 
say Upon the Good 


Wise, John (1652~—1725), The Churches Quarrel Es- 
poused (tract) 


Historical Events in the New World 


Benjamin Franklin born (d. 1790). 


Saybrook Platform adopted in Connec- 
ticut. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


England and Scotland united to form 
Great Britain. 


Henry Fielding born (d. 1754). 


First English copyright laws. 


Kou 
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1713 


1714 
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1716 


ay la 


Mather, Cotton (1663-1728), Eureka: The Virtu- 
ous Woman Found (sermon) 


Smith, Grace (7), The Dying Mother's Legacy 
(verse) 


Danforth, John (1660-1730), “A Poem, Upon 
the Much Honoured . . . Mrs. Maria Mather” 


Hunter, Robert (1666—1734), Androboros: A Buo- 
graphical Farce (drama) 


Wise, John (1652-1725), A Vindication of the 
Government of New-England Churches (tract) 


Tuscadora War (settlers in North 
Carolina against Indians), 1711-— 


ee 


Yamassee Indians massacre settlers in 
South Carolina. 


David Hume born (d. 1776). 


Pope, An Essay on Criticism 


Addison, Cato 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau born (d. 
1778). 

Treaty of Utrecht ends Queen Anne’s 
War. 

Laurence Sterne born (d. 1768). 

End of the War of the Spanish Succes- 
sion. 


Death of Anne; accession of George I 
to English throne. 


Mandeville, Fable of the Bees 


Death of Louis XIV; accession of 
Louis XV to French throne. 


Horace Walpole born (d. 1797). 
Handel, “Water Music” 


Ce 


1718 
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T720 


1721 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Mather, Cotton (1663-1728), Psalterium Amert- 
Canum (verse) 


Byrd, William, II (1674-1746), Tunbridgalia 
(verse) 


Boston Gazette (ceases publication 1798) 


Dummer, Jeremiah (1681-1739), A Defence of 
the New England Charters 


Mather, Cotton (1663-1728), The Christian Phi- 
losopher (treatise); Monica America: Female Piety 
Exemplified (sermon) 


Wise, John (1652-1725), A Word of Comfort to a 
Melancholy Country; Or, the Bank of Credit Erected 
in Massachusetts Fairly Defended (tract) 


New England Courant, first American publication 
to feature literary entertainment, founded by 
James Franklin (1721-7) 


Historical Events in the New World 


New Orleans founded. 


French Mississippi Company begins 
to found settlements in America. 


First smallpox inoculations, in Bos- 
ton. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Defoe, Robinson Crusoe 


Sir Robert Walpole becomes first 
prime minister of England (1721- 


42): 
Tobias Smollett born (d. 1771). 


J. S. Bach, “The Brandenburg Concer- 
tos” 


Montesquieu, Lettres persanes 


cl 


1722. Beverley, Robert (c. 1673-1722), The History 


and Present State of Virginia (revised edition) 


Mather, Cotton (1663-1728), The Angel of Be- 
thesda . . . An Essay upon the Common Maladues of 
Mankind... and direction for the Preservation of 
Health (treatise) 


1723 


Mather, Cotton (1663—1728), Parentator (biogra- 
phy of Increase Mather) 


1724 


1725 Morris, Lewis, II (1671-1746), “Dialogue Con- 


cerning Trade” 


Taylor, Edward (1644-1729), Preparatory Medita- 
tions (verse; published 1960) 


Wolcott, Roger (1679-1767), Poetical Medita- 
tions, Being the Improvement of Some Vacant Hours 


Iroquois Confederation of Six Nations 
signs treaty with settlers in Vir- 
ginia. 


Samuel Adams born (d. 1803). 


“Great Apostasy,” in which President 
Samuel Johnson of Yale and six tu- 
tors declared their intentions to be 
ordained again in England by An- 
glican bishops. 

Christ Church (“Old North Church”) 
built in Boston. 


Increase Mather dies (b. 1639). 


First permanent white settlement in 
Vermont. 


Defoe, Moll Flanders; A Journal of the 
Plague Year, 1005 


Bach, St. John Passion 


Defoe, Roxana 


Peter the Great of Russia dies. 


POL. 


1726 


1727 


1728 


1729 


1730 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Keith, William (1680-1749), The Life and Char- 


acter of a Strange He-Monster (satire); A Modest 
Reply to the Speech of Isaac Norvis; Remarks upon 
the Advice to Freeholders 


Byles, Mather (1707-88), “A Poem on the 


Death of His Late Majesty King George . . .”; 


with Rev. John Adams (1705—40) and Mat- 
thew Adams (1694?—1753), “The Proteus 
Echo Series” (verse; The New-England Weekly 
Journal, 1727-8) 


Lewis, Richard (1699?—1734), The Mouse-Trap 
(trans. of Edward Holdsworth’s Muscipula) 


b 


Historical Events in the New World 


Benjamin Franklin founds Junto 


Club. 


John Bartram plants first botanical 
gardens, near Philadelphia. 


Cotton Mather dies (b. 1663). 


Separate royal colonies created in 
North and South Carolina. 
Founding of Baltimore. 


Edward Taylor dies (b. c. 1644). 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Voltaire banished from France 


Swift, Gulliver's Travels 


Death of George I; accession of 
George II to the English throne. 


Edmund Burke born (d. 1797). 
Sir Isaac Newton dies (b. 1642). 


Gay, Beggar's Opera 
Pope, The Dunciad 


J. S. Bach, “St. Matthew Passion” 
Swift, A Modest Proposal 


Colley Cibber becomes poet laureate 
of England. 


Thomson, The Seasons (1726-30) 


Gczl 


1731 


1732 


1733 


Edwards, Jonathan (1703-58), God Glorified in 
the Work of Redemption By the Greatness of Man’s 
Dependence (sermon) 


Lewis, Richard (1699?—1734), “Food for 
Criticks” (verse) 


Vainlove, Tim (?), “To The Ladies in Boston, in 
New England” (verse) 


Webb, George (1708-32), Batchelors Hall (verse) 


Lewis, Richard (1699?—1734), Carmen Seculare 
(verse); “Rhapsody” (verse) 


Green, Joseph (1706-80), “The Poet’s Lamenta- 
tion for the Loss of his Cat, which he used to 
call his Muse” (verse satire) 


Morris, Lewis II (1671-1746), “The Mock Mon- 
archy, or Kingdom of Apes” (verse) 


Wheeler, Mercy (1706-96), An Address to Young 
People, Or . . . Warning from the Death (verse) 


Benjamin Franklin founds first circu- 
lating library, in Philadelphia. 


English settlers arrive in Georgia. 
George Washington born (d. 1799). 
Molasses Act restricts colonial impor- 


tation of sugar goods from the 
French West Indies. 


The Gentleman’s Magazine founded in 
London (ceases publication 1910). 


Oliver Goldsmith born (d. 1774). 


Franz Joseph Hayden born (d. 1809). 


Pope, Essay on Man 


gzl 


1734 


1735 


1736 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Barnard, John (1681-1770), The Throne Estab- 
lished by Righteousness (election sermon) 


Edwards, Jonathan (1703-58), A Divine and Su- 
pernatural Light, Immediately Imparted to the Soul 
by the Spirit of God (sermon) 


Turell, Jane Colman (1708-35), Poems in- 
cluded in Memozrs of the Life and Death of. . . 
Mrs. Jane Turell 


Byles, Mather (1707-88), “To His Excellency 
Governeur Belcher, on the Death of His Lady. 
An Epistle” (verse) 


Morris, Lewis, II (1671-1746), “The Dream, A 
Riddle” (verse) 


Prince, Thomas (1687-1758), A Chronological 
History of New England in the Form of Annals 


Wesley, Samuel (1691-1737), Georgia, A Poem 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
Historical Events in the New World World 


Jonathan Edwards leads an evangeli- 
cal revival in Northampton, Massa- 
chusetts, and in the Connecticut 
River Valley (“The Great Awaken- 


ing’). 


John Peter Zenger acquitted of sedi- 
tious libel on the ground that print- 
ing the truth does not constitute 
libel. 


Thomson, Liberty (1735-6) 


ESE 


1737 


1738 


1739 


1740 
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Edwards, Jonathan (1703~—58), A Faithful Narra- 
tive of the Surprising Work of God in the Conversion 
of Many Hundred Souls 


Byles, Mather (1707-88), “On the Death of the 
Queen” (verse) 


Byrd, William, II (1674-1744), History of the Di- 
viding Line betwixt Virginia and North Carolina 
(written from journals kept in 1728-9; proba- 
bly finished in 1738; published 1841) 


Tennent, Gilbert (1703-64), The Danger of an 
Unconverted Ministry 


Edwards, Jonathan (1703-58), Sznners in the 
Hands of an Angry God (sermon); Future Punish- 
ment of the Wicked (sermon) 


Finley, Samuel (1715-66), Christ Triumphing and 
Satan Raging 


Tailfer, Patrick (?), A True and Historical Narra- 
tive of the Colony of Georgia 


English evangelical minister George 
Whitefield’s first visit to American 
Methodists. 


Whitefield embarks on preaching 
tour of the colonies. 


Danish navigator Capt. Vitus Bering 
discovers Alaska. 


J. S. Bach, B-Minor Mass (full ver- 
sion) 
Voltaire, Discourse on Man 


Hume, A Treatise on Human Nature 


Richardson, Pamela, or Virtue Re- 
warded (1740-1) 


Rel 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Historical Events in the New World 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


1742 


1743 


1744 


Barnard, John (1681-1770), A Zeal for Good 
Works, Excited and Directed (sermon) 


Edwards, Jonathan (1703-58), Some Thoughts 
Concerning the Present Revival of Religion in New 
England 


Chauncy, Charles (1705-87), Seasonable Thoughts 
on the State of Religion in New England 


Franklin, Benjamin (1706-90), A Proposal for 
Promoting Useful Knowledge Among the British 
Plantations in America 


The American Magazine and Historical Chronicle 
founded by Jeremy Gridley (ceases publication 
1746) 


Byles, Mather (1707-88), Poems on Several Occa- 
sions; “The Comet” (verse) 


Hamilton, Dr. Alexander (1712-56), 
[tinerarium (travel narrative) 


Faneuil Hall built in Boston (1740— 
2): 


American Philosophical Society 
founded, in Philadelphia. 


Thomas Jefferson born (d. 1826). 


“King George's War”: colonial phase 
of the War of the Austrian Succes- 
sion, between British and French 
(1744-8). 


William Byrd dies (b. 1674). 


Fielding, Joseph Andrews 

Handel, Messzah 

Young, A Complaint, or Night 
Thoughts (1742-8) 


Alexander Pope dies (b. 1688). 


6cLl 


1745 


1746 


1747 


Home, Archibald (1705?—44), “Poems on Sev- 
eral Occasions by Archibald Home, Esqr.” 
(posth. private publication) 


Williams, Elisha (1694-1755), The Essential 
Rights and Liberties of Protestants 


Benjamin Franklin’s Philadelphia printing house 
brings out the first novel published in America, 
an edition of Richardson’s Pamela 


Edwards, Jonathan (1703-58), A Treatise Con- 
cerning Religious Affections 


Terry, Lucy (?), “Bars Fight” (verse) 
Edwards, Jonathan (1703-58), An Humble At- 
tempt to Promote Explicit Agreement and Visible 


Union of God's People 


Livingston, William (1723-90), Philosophic Solt- 
tude; or, The Choice of a Rural Life: A Poem 


Shepard, Thomas (1604-49), Three Valuable 
Pieces. . . A Private Diary (posth.) 


College of New Jersey (now Princeton 
University) founded. 


Jonathan Swift dies (b. 1667). 


Richardson, Clarissa (1747-8) 


ofl 


1748 


1749 


1750 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Eliot, Jared (1685-1763), Essays on Field Hus- 
bandry (1748-59) 


Mayhew, Jonathan (1720-66), The Right and 
Duty of Private Judgment 


Buffon, Comte Georges-Louis Leclerc de 
(1707-88), Natural History of the Earth (first vol- 
ume; 36 volumes published at regular intervals 
until 1778) 


Shepard, Thomas (1604—49), Meditations and 
Spiritual Experiences of Mr. Thomas Shepard 
(posth.) 


Edwards, Jonathan (1703-58), Farewell Sermon 


Green, Joseph (1706-80), Entertainment for a 
Winter’s Evening: Being a Full and True Account of 
a very Strange and Wonderful Sight seen in Boston 
on the Twenty-seventh of December, 1749 (pam- 
phlet) 


Kirkpatrick, James (1692?—1770), The Sea-Piece: 
A narrative, philosophical and descriptive Poem, In 
Five cantos 


Historical Events in the New World 


Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle ends King 
George’s War, restores balance of 
power in French and British colo- 


nies. 


Ohio Company formed by Virginia 
planters to extend westward settle- 
ments. 


Jonathan Edwards dismissed from 
Northampton church. 


Iron Act restricts production of fin- 
ished iron goods in the British colo- 
nies. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Hume, Philosophical Essays Concerning 

Human Understanding 
Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws 
Smollett, Roderick Random 


Fielding, Tom _Jones 

Handel, “Music for the Royal Fire- 
works” 

Johnson, The Vanity of Human Wishes; 
Irene 


J. S. Bach dies (b. 1685). 
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1752 


1753 


1754 


Mayhew, Jonathan (1720—66), A Discourse Con- 
cerning Unlimited Submission and Non-Resistance to 
the Higher Powers 


Davies, Samuel (1724-61), The State of Religion 
among the Protestant Dissenters in Virginia 


Franklin, Benjamin (1706-90), Observations Con- 
cerning the Increase of Mankind, Peopling Countries, 
Etc. 


Smith, William (1727—1803), “A Poem: Being a 
serious Address to the House of Representatives 
fof New York} (verse); “The American Fables” 


(1752-3) 


Smith, William (1727-1803), A General Idea of 
the College of Mirania, with a Sketch of the Method 
of Teaching Science and Religion (educational 
tract); Indian Songs of Peace (verse) 


Edwards, Jonathan (1703-58), Freedom of the 
Will (treatise) 


Currency Act restricts issuance of pa- 
per money in New England. 


Philip Freneau born (d. 1832). 


Benjamin Franklin becomes fellow of 
the Royal Society of London. 


Albany Congress and Plan of Union. 

Beginning of “French and Indian 
War” (1754-63). 

French build Fort Duquesne (now 
Pittsburgh). 

King’s College chartered (now Colum- 
bia University). 


Diderot et al., Encyclopédie (1751-80) 


Gregorian Calendar adopted in Great 
Britain. 


Muzio Clementi born (d. 1832). 


Lenox, The Female Quixote 


Henry Fielding dies (b. 1707). 
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1756 


1757 


1758 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Green, Joseph (1706-80), The Grand Arcanum 
Detected: Or, A Wonderful Phaenomenon Explained, 
Which has baffled the Scrutiny of many Ages (pam- 
phlet) 


Dyer, John (1700?—58), The Fleece (verse) 


Woodmason, Charles (c. 1720~—c. 1776), 
“Indico” (verse) 


Bellamy, Joseph (1719-90), The Millennium (ser- 
mon) 


Edwards, Jonathan (1703-58), The Great Doc- 
trine of Original Sin (posth., tract) 


Franklin, Benjamin (1706—90), “The Way to 
Wealth” 


Historical Events in the New World 


“Parson’s Cause”: dispute in Virginia 
over statewide church tax. 

First Indian reservation established, 
in New Jersey. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Baron de Montesquieu dies (b. 
1689). 


Johnson, A Dictionary of the English 
Language 
Britain declares war on France. 


Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart born (d. 
1791). 


Home, Douglas 


William Whitehead named poet lau- 
reate of England. 


Burke, Origin of Our Ideas of the Sub- 
lime and Beautiful 


Rousseau, Letter to M. D’Alembert on 
the Theatre 


cel 


1759 


1760 


1761 


1762 


1763 


Maylem, John (1739-7), The Conquest of 
Louisburg (verse); Gallic Perfidy (verse) 


Eliot, Jared (1685—1763), Essays on Field Hus- 
bandry (pub. begins 1748) 


Bland, Richard (1710-76), Letter to the Clergy of 
Virginia (pamphlet) 


Davies, Samuel (1724-61), On the Death of His 
Late Majesty, King George II 


Stiles, Ezra (1727-95), A Duscourse on the Chris- 
tian Union 


Mayhew, Jonathan (1720-66), Observations on the 
Charter and Conduct of the Society for the Propaga- 
tion of the Gospel 


Wolfe defeats Montcalm at Plains of 
Abraham; Quebec falls to British. 


Canada is surrendered to the British. 


Treaty of Fontainebleau transfers Loui- 
siana Territory from France to 
Spain. 


Treaty of Paris ends French and In- 
dian War. 

Pontiac’s Rebellion, Indian uprising 
in Ohio Valley (1763-5). 


Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiments 

Voltaire, Candide 

Death of George I; accession of 
George III to the British throne. 


Sterne, Tristam Shandy (1760-7) 


Samuel Richardson dies (b. 1689). 


Peter II] becomes czar of Russia and 
1s assassinated shortly thereafter; ac- 
cession of Catherine the Great. 


Rousseau, The Social Contract 


Peace of Paris ends Seven Years’ War. 
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1764 


1765 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Bland, Richard (1710-76), The Colonel Dis- 
mounted: or the Rector Vindicated (pamphlet) 


Grainger, James (1721-66), The Sugar-Cane. A 
Poem in Three Books 


Otis, James (1725-83), The Rights of the British 
Colonies Asserted and Proved 


Prime, Benjamin Youngs (1733-91), The Patri- 


otic Muse (verse) 


Adams, John (1735-1826), A Dassertation on the 
Canon and Feudal Law 


Cockings, George (17??—1802), War; an Heroic 
Poem 


Edwards, Jonathan (1703-58), Personal Narra- 


tive (posth., written c. 1740); Two Dissertations: 


I. Concerning the End for which God Created the 
World. II. The Nature of True Virtue (posth.) 


Historical Events in the New World 


Proclamation line drawn by British 
along the Appalachians forbids 
western settlement by whites. 


St. Louis founded. 

Rhode Island College founded (now 
Brown University). 

Sugar Act reduces duty on foreign mo- 


lasses. 


Stamp Act passed by Parliament: first 
direct tax levied on the colonies by 
Great Britain. 

Patrick Henry speaks against Stamp 
Act in the Virginia House of Bur- 
gesses. 

Stamp Act Congress meets in New 
York and adopts Declaration of 
Rights and Grievances. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Samuel Johnson founds Literary Club 
in London (with Burke, Gibbon, 
Goldsmith, Reynolds, and others). 


Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws 
of England 

Percy, Religues of Ancient English Po- 
etry 

Walpole, The Castle of Otranto 
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1766 


1767 


Godfrey, Thomas (1736-63), The Prince of Par- 
thia (play) 


Hopkins, Stephen (1707-85), The Rights of Colo- 
nies Examined (pamphlet) 


Howard, Martin, Jr. (fl. 1765-81), A Letter from 
a Gentleman at Halifax (pamphlet) 


Otis, James (1725—83), A Vindication of the Brit- 
ish Colonies (pamphlet) 


Bland, Richard (1710-76), Ax Inquiry into the 
Rights of the British Colonies (pamphlet) 


Mayhew, Jonathan (1720-66), The Snare Broken 
(sermon) 


Chauncy, Charles (1705-87), A Letter to a Friend 
Lee, Arthur (1740-92), “Address on Slavery” 


Singleton, John (?—1791), A Description of the 
West Indies (verse) 


Sons of Liberty formed. 


Parliament repeals Stamp Act, but 
passes the Declaratory Act, assert- 
ing its authority to enact colonial 
laws. 

Dutch New Light clergy erect 
Queen’s College (later Rutgers Uni- 
versity). 


Townshend Acts levy import duties 
on the colonies. 

Daniel Boone begins explorations 
west of Appalachia. 


Thomas Malthus born (d. 1834). 


Goldsmith, The Vicar of Wakefield 

Haydn, Great Mass in E-Flat 

Lessing, Laocoon 

Smollett, Travels through France and It- 
aly 


gel 


1768 


1769 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World Historical Events in the New World 
Backus, Isaac (1724-1806), A Fish Caught in Secretary of State of the Colonies es- 
His Own Net tablished in England. British 


troops sent to Boston. 
De Pauw, Cornelius (1739-99), Recherches philoso- 
phiques sur les Amertcains, ou Memotres interessantes 
pour servive a Uhistotre de l'espéce humaine 


Dickinson, John (1732-1808), Letters from a 
Farmer in Pennsylvania 


Fergusson, Elizabeth Graeme (1737?—1801), 
“The Dream of the Patriotic Philosophical 
Farmer’ (verse) 


Moore, Milcah Martha (1740-1829), “The Fe- 
male Patriots. Address’d to the Daughters of 
Liberty in America, 1768” (verse) 


Stockton, Annis Boudinot (1738-1801), “To 
the Visitant, from a circle of Ladies, on reading 
his paper. No. 3, in the Pennsylvania Chroni- 
cle” (verse) 


American Philosophical Society reor- 


ganized, with Benjamin Franklin 
as president. 
Dartmouth College chartered. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Laurence Sterne dies (b. 1713). 


Sterne, A Sentimental Journey through 
France and Italy (posth.) 


LELl 
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Francois, Guillaume Thomas, Abbé de 
Raynal, (?), A Philosophical and Political History 
of the Settlements and Trade of the Europeans in the 
East and West Indies 


Gronniosaw, James (?), A Narrative of the Most 
Remarkable Particulars in the Life of James Albert 
Ukawsaw Gronniosaw 


Benezet, Anthony (1713-84), Some Historical Ac- 
count of Guinea 


Bougainville, Louis Antoine de (1729-1811), 
Voyage Around the World 


Brackenridge, Hugh Henry (1748-1816) and 
Philip Freneau (1752—1832), “A Poem on the 
Rising Glory of America” 


Evans, Nathaniel (1742-67), Poems on Several Oc- 
casions, with Some Other Compositions 


{Trumbull, John (1750—1831)}, The Progress of 
Dulness, part one (verse) 


Occom, Samson (1723-92), Sermon Preached at 
the Execution of Moses Paul, an Indian 


Woolman, John (1720-93), Essay on the Ministry 


Establishment of Lord North’s minis- 
try. Townshend duties repealed, 
with symbolic exception of tax on 
tea. 

Boston Massacre. 


Battle of the Alamance in North Caro- 
lina over lack of representation in 
colonial government. 


Charles Brockden Brown born (d. 
1810). 


British customs schooner Gaspee 
burned off Rhode Island. 

Boston Committee of Correspondence 
led by Samuel Adams. 


Ludwig von Beethoven born (d. 
1827). 

William Wordsworth born (d. 
1850). 


Goldsmith, The Deserted Village 


Tobias Smollett dies (b. 1721). 


Samuel Taylor Coleridge born (d. 
1834). 


gel 


1773 


1774 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World Historical Events in the New World 

Franklin, Benjamin (1706-90), “An Edict by Boston Tea Party in response to the 
the King of Prussia”; “Rules by Which a Great Tea Act asserts colonists’ refusal to 
Empire May be Reduced to a Small One” be taxed. 


Howard, Simeon (1733-1804), A Sermon 
Preached to the Ancient and Honorable Artillery 
Company in Boston 


Rush, Benjamin (1745-1813), “An Address to 
the Inhabitants of the British Settlements in 
America upon Slave-Keeping” 


Warren, Mercy Otis (1728-1814), The Adulateur 
(drama) 


Wheatley, Phillis (1753?-—84), Poems on Various 
Subjects, Religious and Moral 


Ashbridge, Elizabeth Sampson (1713-55), Parliament passes Coercive Acts to 
Some Account of the Fore Part of the Life of Eliza- punish colonists. (Commonly called 
beth Ashbridge the “Intolerable Acts” in the colo- 

nies). 

Duché, Jacob (1737-98), Odservations on a Vari- First Continental Congress meets in 
ety of Subjects, Literary, Moral, and Religious (com- Philadelphia. 
monly known as Casapipina’s Letters) Edmund Burke's oration on American 


taxation. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Burnett, Of the Origin and Progress of 
Language 
Goldsmith, She Stoops to Conquer 


Louis XVI becomes king of France. 
Oliver Goldsmith dies (b. 1731). 


Goethe, The Sorrows of Young Werther 
Home, Sketches of the History of Man 


OVE 


1775 


Jefferson, Thomas (1743-1826), A Summary 
View of the Rights of British America 


Niles, Nathaniel (1741-1828), Two Discourses on 
Liberty 


Sarter, Caesar (?), “Essay on Slavery” 
Sherwood, Samuel (1730-83), Scriptural Instruc- 
tions to Civil Rulers and all Free-born Subjects (ser- 


mon) 


Freneau, Philip (1752-1832), “The Political Lit- 
any (verse) 


Hamilton, Alexander (1757-1804), The Farmer 
Refuted (essay) 


Paine, Thomas (1737-1809), An Occasional Letter 
on the Female Sex (essay) 


Rittenhouse, David (1732-96), An Oration Deli- 
ered February 24, 1775, Before the American Philo- 
sophical Society 


Trumbull, John (1750-1831), M’Fingal (verse) 


Battle of Lexington and Concord; be- 
ginning of the American Revolu- 
tion. 

Second Continental Congress meets 
in Philadelphia. 

George Washington becomes com- 
mander in chief of the continental 
army. 

“Mecklenburg Resolves,” in North 
Carolina. 

Congress adopts a “Declaration of the 
Causes and Necessities of Taking 
Up Arms.” 

Pennsylvania Quakers found first anti- 
slavery society. 


Jane Austen born (d. 1817). 


Beaumarchais, The Barber of Seville 

Burke, Resolutions for Conciliation with 
the Colonies 

Johnson, Taxation No Tyranny; an An- 
swer to the Resolutions and Address of 
the American Congress 

Sheridan, The Rivals 


orl 
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Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Warren, Mercy Otis (1728-1814), The Group 
(drama) 


Adams, John (1735-1826), Thoughts on Govern- 


ment 
Anonymous, “The Ballad of Nathan Hale” 


Brackenridge, Hugh Henry (1748-1816), The 
Battle of Bunkers-Hill (drama) 


Freneau, Philip (1752-1832), “The Beauties of 
Santa Cruz” (verse) 


Leacock, John (1729-1802), The Fall of British 
Tyranny (drama) 


Ogilvie, George (1740?—1801), Carolina; or, The 


Planter (verse) 
Paine, Thomas (1737—1809), Common Sense 


Sherwood, Samuel (1730-83), The Church's 
Flight into the Wilderness (sermon) 


Historical Events in the New World 


The Declaration of Independence. 

Congress calls on colonies to establish 
new governments under the author- 
ity of the people. 

New Hampshire, New Jersey, Penn- 
sylvania, Delaware, Maryland, Vir- 
ginia, North Carolina, and South 
Carolina write state constitutions; 
Rhode Island and Connecticut alter 
their colonial charters. 

George Mason’s “Declaration of 
Rights for Virginia” adopted and 
widely circulated. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


David Hume dies (b. 1711). 


Gibbon, Decline and Fall of the Roman 
Empire (1776-88) 
Smith, The Wealth of Nations 


Iv 


1777 


1778 


Warren, Mercy Otis (1728-1814), “To Fidelio, 
Long Absent on the Great Public Cause, Which 
Agitated All America, In 1776” 


Wilson, James (1742-98), An Address to the In- 
habitants of the Colonies 


Anonymous, Jamaica, a poem, in three parts 


Brackenridge, Hugh Henry (1748-1816), The 
Death of General Montgomery at the Siege of Quebec 
(drama) 


Franklin, Benjamin (1706-90), “The Sale of the 
Hessians” 


Robertson, William (1721-93), History of Amer- 
ia 


Wheatley, Phillis (1753?—84), “On the Death of 
General Wooster” (verse) 


Carver, Jonathan (1710-80), Travels Through the 
Interior Parts of North America in the Years 1700, 
1767, and 1768 


Dwight, Timothy (1752-1817), “Columbia” 
(verse, c. 1778) 


Washington defeated at Brandywine, Sheridan, The School for Scandal 
Pennsylvania; British occupy Phila- 
delphia (September); Washington 
retires to Valley Forge for the win- 
ter (December). 


Articles of Confederation adopted by Jean-Jacques Rousseau dies (b. 
Congress (ratified 1781). i772). 
Voltaire dies (b. 1694). 


Burney, Evelina 


SVE 


1779 


1780 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Franklin, Benjamin (1706-90), “The Ephem- 


era” 


Hopkinson, Francis (1737-91), “The Battle of 
the Kegs” (ballad) 


Parsons, Theophilus (1754-1813), The Essex Re- 


sult (pamphlet) 


Whiting, William (1730-92), An Address to the 
Inhabitants of Berkshire County, Mass. 


Franklin, Benjamin (1706-90), “Preface to an 


Abridgement of the Book of Common Prayer” 


Freneau, Philip (1752-1832), “The House of 
Night” (verse narrative) 


Humphreys, David (1752-1818), A Poem Ad- 


dressed to the Armies of the United States of America 


Reed, Esther de Berdt (1747-80), The Sentiments 


of an American Woman 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 


Historical Events in the New World World 
Capt. John Paul Jones and the Johnson, The Lives of the English Poets 
Bonhomme Richard defeat the Serapis (1779-81) 


off the coast of England. 


British troops capture Charleston. Haydn, “Toy” Symphony 
Benedict Arnold defects and joins the 
British. 


CVL 


1781 


1782 


1783 


Freneau, Philip (1752-1832), “The British 
Prison Ship”; “To the Memory of the Brave 
Americans” (verse) 


Crévecoeur, J. Hector St. John de (1735- 
1813), Letters from an American Farmer 


Anonymous, A Treatise on Dress, Intended as a 
friendly and seasonable Warning to the Daughters of 
America 


Blair, Hugh (1718-1800), Lectures on Rhetoric and 
Belles Lettres 


Rector of St. John’s at Nevis, Poems, on subjects 
arising in England at the West Indies 


Stiles, Ezra (1727-95), The Future Glory of the 
United States 


Washington, George (1732-99), “Circular to 
the States” (“Washington's Farewell to the 
Army’) 


Siege of Yorktown; Cornwallis surren- 
ders to Washington. 
Articles of Confederation ratified. 


Peace talks begin in Paris. 
Netherlands recognizes American in- 
dependence. 


Treaty of Paris ends American Revolu- 
tion. 


Kant, Critique of Pure Reason 
Rousseau, Confesszons 


Fall of Lord North’s ministry. 


Niccolo Paganini born (d. 1840). 
Giacchino Antonio Rossini born (d. 
1868). 


Laclos, Les liasons dangereuses 


William Pitt named prime minister 
(1783-1801). 


brL 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
Important Texts In and Concerning the New World Historical Events in the New World World 


Webster, Noah (1758-1843), The American Spell- 
ing Book 


Boston Magazine founded by William Billings 


1784 Franklin, Benjamin (1706-90), Information to New York becomes temporary capital | Samuel Johnson dies (b. 1709). 
Those Who Would Remove to America of the U.S. 


North Carolina cedes its western terri- 
Jefferson, Thomas (1743-1826), Notes on the tories to the U.S. 
State of Virginia (1784-5, private edition; also 
French edition) 


Beaumarchais, The Marriage of Figaro 
Kant, An Answer to the Question: 
“What is Enlightenment?” 


Markoe, Peter (c. 1752-92), The Patriot Chief 
(drama) 


Murray, Judith Sargent (1751-1820), “Desul- 
tory Thoughts upon the utility of encouraging a 
degree of Self-Complacency, especially in FE- 
MALE BOSOMS?” (essay) 


Tucker, Thomas Tudor (1745-1828), Concilia- 
tory Hints, Attempting by a Fair State of Affairs, 
to Remove Party Prejudice 


1785 Dwight, Timothy (1752-1817), The Conquest of 
Canaan (verse) 


CVL 


1786 


1787 


Franklin, Benjamin (1706—90), “The Internal 
State of America”; “A Petition of the Left Hand” 
The Anarchiad (verse satire, 1786-7) Virginia Statute for Religious Free- 
dom. 
Anonymous, Address to the Public, Containing Some  Shays’s Rebellion. 
Remarks on the Present Political State of the Amert- 
can Republicks, etc. 


Freneau, Philip (1752—1832), “Wild Honey 
Suckle” (verse) 


Jefferson, Thomas (1743-1826), “The Virginia 
Statute of Religious Liberty” 


Ladd, Joseph Brown (1764-86), The Poems of 
Arouet 


Rush, Benjamin (1745-1813), Plan for the Estab- 
lishment of Public Schools and the Diffusion of 
Knowledge in Pennsylvania 


Worcester Magazine founded by Isaiah Thomas 
(ceases publication 1788) 


Adams, John (1735-1826), A Defence of the Con- — Constitution of the United States 
stitutions of Government of the United States of signed in Philadelphia. 
America Pennsylvania admitted to statehood. 


Frederick the Great dies. 


Mozart, The Marriage of Figaro 


Mozart, Don Giovanni 


gvl 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Anonymous, “Amelia; or The Faithless Briton — 
An American Tale” (published in Columbian 
Magazine) 


Anonymous, Proverbs on the Pride of Women 


Barlow, Joel (1754-1812), The Vision of Colum- 
bus (verse) 


Dane, Nathan (1752-1835), “The Northwest Or- 


dinance” 


Dunlap, William (1766-1839), The Modest Sol- 


dier (drama, now lost) 


Edwards, Jonathan, Jr. (1745-1801), Odbserva- 
tions on the Language of the Muhhekaneew Indians 
(1788, according to Annals) 


Federalist Papers published (through 1788), writ- 
ten by Alexander Hamilton (1757-1804), 
John Jay (1745-1829) and James Madison 
(1751-1836) 


Historical Events in the New World 


Northwest Ordinance enacted by Con- 
gress. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


LOL 


1788 


Freneau, Philip (1752-1832), “The Indian 
Burial Ground” (verse) 


Hammon, Jupiter (1711?—1800), An Address to 
the Negroes in the State of New York 


Jefferson, Thomas (1743-1826), Notes on the 
State of Virginia (first authorized public edition 
in English) 


Madison, James (1751-1836), Notes on Debates in 
the Federal Convention (first published 1843) 


Tyler, Royall (1757-1826), May Day in Town 
(drama, now lost) 


American Magazine \aunched by Noah Webster 
(ceases publication 1788) 


The American Museum, or Repository of Ancient and 
Modern Fugitive Pieces founded by Mathew Carey 
in Philadelphia; ceases publication in 1892 


{Warren, Mercy Otis (1728—1814)], Observations 
on the New Constitution, And on the Federal and 
State Conventions (essay) 


Rowson, Susanna (c.1762—1824), Poems on Vari- 
ous Subjects 


U.S. Constitution in force after ratifi- 
cation by ninth state, New Hamp- 
shire. 


Kant, Critique of Practical Reason 
Mozart, Three “great” symphonies 
(E-flat, G minor, “Jupiter”) 


QvL 


1789 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Rushton, Edward (1756—1814), West Indian 
Eclogues (verse) 


Brown, William Hill (1765-93), The Power of 
Sympathy (novel) 


Dunlap, William (1766—1839), The Father, or 
American Shandyism (drama) 


Equiano, Olaudah (1745—?), The Interesting Nar- 
rative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus 
Vassa, The African 


Jefferson, Thomas (1743-1826), Thoughts on En- 
glish Prosody (essay) 


Morse, Jedidiah (1761-1826), The American Geog- 
raphy; or, A View of the Present Situation of the 
United States of America (2d ed. 1793 as The 
American Universal Geography) 


Ramsay, David (1749-1819), The History of the 
American Revolution 


Historical Events in the New World 


First U.S. Congress meets in New 
York. 

Washington inaugurated as president 
of U.S. 

Bill of Rights proposed by Congress. 

John Jay appointed first chief justice 
of the Supreme Court. 


James Fenimore Cooper born (d. 
1851). 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Storming of Bastille begins French 
Revolution. 


Blake, Songs of Innocence 
Goethe, Torguato Tasso 
Kotzebue, The Stranger 


6Vl 


1790 


1791 


Benjamin Rush (1745-1813), Account of the Cli- 
mate of Pennsylvania and Its Influence Upon the Hu- 
man Body 


Morton, Sarah Wentworth (1759-1846), 
Ouabi; or the Virtues of Nature (verse narrative) 


Murray, Judith Sargent (1751-1820), “On the 
Equality of the Sexes” (essay) 


Tyler, Royall (1757-1826), The Contrast (drama, 
written 1787) 


Warren, Mercy Otis (1728-1814), Poems, Dra- 
matic and Miscellaneous 


Winthrop, John (1588-1649), A Journal of the 
Transactions and Occurrences in the Settlement of 
Massachusetts and the Other New England Colonies 
from the Year 1030 to 1044 


Bartram, William (1739-1823), Travels Through 
North & South Carolina, Georgia, East G West 
Florida, The Cherokee Country, the Extensive Terri- 
tories of the Muscolges, or Creek Confederacy, and 
The Country of the Chactaws 


The Echo (satire; through 1805) 


Philadelphia becomes nation’s capital 
(until 1800). 

First American copyright law passed. 

Washington, D.C., founded. 

First session of the U.S. Supreme 
Court. 


Benjamin Franklin dies (b. 1706). 


Vermont admitted to the Union. 
Bill of Rights ratified. 
First Bank of the U.S. incorporated. 


Adam Smith dies (b. 1723). 


Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and 
Hell 

Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in 
France 


Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart dies (b. 
1756). 

Boswell, Life of Samuel Johnson 

Sade, Justine 


Schiller, Hzstory of the Thirty Years’ 
War (1791-3) 


oSL 


1792 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Hamilton, Alexander (1757-1804), Report on 
Manufactures 


Rowson, Susanna (c. 1762—1824), Charlotte Tem- 


ple, A Tale of Truth (novel) 
First issue of Gazette of the United States 
Belknap, Jeremy (1744-98), The Foresters (novel) 


Brackenridge, Hugh Henry (1748-1816), Mod- 
ern Chivalry (novel, completed 1815) 


Dennie, Joseph (1768-1812), “The Farrago” (es- 
say serial) 


Hamilton, Alexander (1757-1804), Letters by 
“An American” 


Hopkinson, Francis (1737-91), The Miscella- 
neous Essays of Francis Hopkinson (posth.) 


Morton, Sarah Wentworth (1759-1846), “The 
African Chief” (antislavery poem) 


Historical Events in the New World 


Kentucky admitted to the Union. 

Militia Act addresses Indian unrest in 
Northwest Territory. 

New York Stock Exchange opens. 

Cornerstone of White House laid. 

Dollar coinage minted. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


British prime minister Pitt attacks 
slave trade. 

France declared a republic. 

Francis If becomes last Holy Roman 
Emperor. 


Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the 
Rights of Women 


ISL 


1793 


1794 


Barlow, Joel (1754-1812), The Hasty-Pudding 


Bleecker, Ann Eliza (1752-83), The Posthumous 
Works of Ann Eliza Bleecker, in Prose and Verse 
(with Margaretta V. Faugeres [?}, A Collection 
of Essays, Prose and Poetical) 


Crévecoeur, J. Hector St. John de (1735- 
1813), Letters from an American Farmer (first 
American edition) 


Imlay, Gilbert (1754?—1828?), The Emigrants 
(novel) 


Smith, Elihu Hubbard (1771-98), ed., American 
Poems (first anthology of native verse) 


Farmer's Weekly Museum (Walpole, N.H.; ceases 
publication 1810) 


Dwight, Timothy (1752-1817), Greenfield Hill: 


A Poem in Seven Parts 


Manning, William (?), The Key of Liberty (mem- 
oirs, C.1794) 


Paine, Thomas (1737-1809), The Age of Reason 
(tract) 


Washington inaugurated for second Execution of Louis XVI and Marie 
term. Antoinette; outbreak of war in Eu- 
Washington's “Proclamation of Neu- rope. 
trality’ in French-British War. Reign of Terror in France (1793—4). 


Citizen Genet affair. . cae 
ge Kant, “Theory and Practice 
Fugitive Slave law passed. 

Eli Whitney applies for patent on cot- 


ton gin. 


Whisky Rebellion quelled (Pennsylva- — French occupy Belgium. 


nia farmers against excise tax). 
Blake, Songs of Experience 


Fichte, Foundation of the Complete 
Theory of Knowledge 

Godwin, Caleh Williams 

Radcliffe, The Mysteries of Udolpho 


Jay’s Treaty results in British evacua- 
tion of Northwest military posts. 
U.S. Navy established. 


zSL 


1795 


1796 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Rowson, Susanna (c.1762—1824), “America, 
Commerce and Freedom” (drinking song); 
Slaves in Algiers; or, A Struggle for Freedom 
(drama) 


Tyler, Royall (1757-1826), and Joseph Dennie 
(1768-1812), “From the Shop of Colon and 
Spondee” (essays, through 1811) 


Dunlap, William (1766-1839), Fountainville Ab- 
bey (drama, adaptation of Ann Radcliffe’s Ro- 
mance of the Forest) 


Paine, Robert Treat (1773-1811), The Invention 
of Letters (verse) 


Snowden, Richard (1753-1825), The Columbiad; 
or, A Poem on the American War 


Dennie, Joseph (1768-1812), The Lay Preacher; 
or Short Sermons for Idle Readers 


Tucker, St. George (1752-1827), Dissertation on 
Slavery 


Historical Events in the New World 


Treaty of San Lorenzo between U.S. 
and Spain establishes boundaries of 
Florida. 

Naturalization Act sets requirements 
for citizenship. 


Tennessee admitted to the Union. 

John Adams defeats Thomas Jefferson 
in U.S. presidential election; Jeffer- 
son elected vice-president. 


William Hickling Prescott born (d. 
1859). 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


French occupy Netherlands. 
End of Reign of Terror. 


John Keats born (d. 1821). 
Thomas Carlyle born (d. 1881). 


Goethe, Wilhelm Meister’s Apprentice- 
ship (1795-6) 


Napoleon wages Italian campaign 
(1796-7). 

Spain allies itself with France against 
Britain. 


Burke, Letters to a Noble Lord 
Burney, Camilla 
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1797 


Washington, George (1732-99), “The Speech of 
George Washington, Esq., Late President of 
the United States of America: on His Resigna- 
tion of That Important Office” (commonly 
known as the “Farewell Address”) 


Webster, Noah (1758-1843), A Collection of Pa- 
pers on the Subject of Bilious Fevers, Prevalent in the 
United States for a Few Years Past 


Bingham, Caleb (1757-1817), The Columbian 
Orator (manual) 


Bleecker, Ann Eliza (1752-83), The History of 
Maria Kettle (captivity narrative) 


Burk, John Daly (?—1808), Bunker-Hill, or the 
Death of General Warren (drama) 


Butler, James (1775?—1842), Fortune’s Foot-Ball; 
or, The Adventures of Mercutio (novel) 


Foster, Hannah (1759-1840), The Coquette 
(novel) 


Mann, Herman (1772-1833), The Female Review; 
Or, Memoirs of an American Young Lady 


John Adams inaugurated second presi- 


dent of the U.S. 


Relations with France deteriorate due 


to Jay's Treaty. 

XYZ Affair (Talleyrand attempts to 
extort money from U.S. commis- 
sioners). 


Coleridge, Poems on Various Subjects 
Goethe and Schiller, Xenzen 

Goya, Los Caprichos (painting) 
Matthew Lewis, The Monk 
Southey, Joan of Arc 


Edmund Burke dies (b. 1727). 
Franz Schubert born (d. 1828). 
Horace Walpole dies (b. 1717). 


Coleridge, “Kubla Khan” (written) 
Holderlin, Hyperion 

Radcliffe, The Italian 

Sade, Julzette 

Southey, Poems 


1798 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World Historical Events in the New World 


Morton, Sarah Wentworth (1759-1846), Bea- 
con Hill: A Local Poem, Historic and Descriptive 


Paine, Robert Treat (1773-1811), The Ruling 
Passion (verse) 


Tyler, Royall (1757-1826), The Algerine Captive: 
or, The Life and Adventures of Doctor Updike Un- 
derhill (novel); The Georgia Spec (drama, now 


lost) 

Brown, Charles Brockden (1771-1810), Congress amends Naturalization Act; 
Alcuin: A Dialogue (nonfiction); Wieland; or, The passes Alien and Sedition Acts. 
Transformation (novel) Mississippi Territory created. 

Beginning of undeclared naval war 

Dunlap, William (1766-1839), André (drama) with France (1798-1800). 


Foster, Hannah (1759-1840), The Boarding 
School; or, Lessons of a Preceptress of her Pupils 


Furro, Broteer (?), A Narrative of the Life and 
Adventures of Venture, A Native of Africa 


Hopkinson, Joseph (1770-1842), “Hail Colum- 
bia” (verse) 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


French troops occupy Rome. 

Napoleon’s Campaign in Egypt 
(1798-9). 

Lord Nelson defeats French fleet near 
Alexandria. 


CSL 


1799 


Jefferson, Thomas (1743-1826), “Kentucky 
Resolutions” 


Manning, William (1747-1814), The Key of Lib- 
berty, Showing the Causes Why a Free Government 
has Always Failed, and a Remedy Against it; Writ- 
ten in the Year 1798 (pamphlet) 


Munford, Robert (?—1784), The Candidates, or 
the Humours of a Virginia Election 


Murray, Judith Sargent (1751-1820), The 
Gleaner (miscellany, originally published in Isa- 
iah Thomas’s Massachusetts Magazine from 


1792-4) 


Paine, Robert Treat (1773-1811), “Adams and 
Liberty” (song) 


Rowson, Susanna (c.1762—1824), Reuben and Ra- 
chel (novel) 


Brown, Charles Brockden (1771-1810), Or- George Washington dies (b. 1732). 


mond; or The Secret Witness (novel); Edgar Huntly; 
or Memoirs of a Sleep-Walker (novel); Arthur Mer- 
vyn, or Memorrs of the Year 1793 (novel, 1799— 
1800); “The Death of Cicero” (story); “Thessalo- 
nica” (story) 


Honoré de Balzac born (d. 1850). 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World Historical Events in the New World World 


Webster, Noah (1758-1843), Dissertation on the 
Supposed Change of Temperature in Modern Winters 


Monthly Magazine and American Review founded by 
Charles Brockden Brown (ceases publication 
1800) 


9$L 


1800 


18oI 


Anonymous, The Female Advocate (pamphlet) 


Brown, Charles Brockden (1771-1810), Clara 
Howard (novel); Jane Talbot (novel) 


Dennie, Joseph (1768-1812), The Spirit of the 


Farmer’s Museum and Lay Preacher’s Gazette 


Tenney, Tabitha (1762—1837), Female Quixotism 


(novel) 


Washington, D.C., becomes capital 
of the U.S. 

Northwest Territory divided into 
Ohio and Indiana Territories. 

Library of Congress founded. 


U.S. at war with Tripolt. 


Spain cedes Louisiana Territory to 
France. 
Napoleon occupies Italy. 


United Kingdom of Great Britain 
and Ireland established. 

Csar Paul I assassinated; Alexander | 
crowned emperor of Russia. 


Vincenzo Bellini born (d. 1835). 
Chateaubriand, Atala 


LGL 


1802 


1803 


Wood, Sarah (1759-1855), Dorval; or the Specula- 
tor. A Novel founded on Recent Events 


Port Folto, literary miscellany, founded by Joseph 
Dennie (ceases publication 1827) 


Irving, Washington (1783-1859), Letters of Jona- 
than Oldstyle, Gent. (newspaper serial, 1802—3) 


The Literary Magazine and American Register 
founded by Charles Brockden Brown; ceases 
publication 1806; revived as American Register, 
or General Repository of History, Politics, and Sct- 
ence until Brown’s death in 1810 


Dunlap, William (1766—1839), The Glory of Co- 


lumbia: Her Yeomanry! (drama) 


Miller, Samuel (1769—1850), A Brief Retrospect of 
the Eighteenth Century (2 vols.) 


[Vickery, Sukey (1799—1821)}, Emly Hamilton 
(novel) 


Wirt, William (1772-1834), Letters of the British 
Spy (nonfiction) 


Monthly Anthology and Boston Review (1803-11) 


Georgia cedes its western territory to 


U.S. 


Ohio admitted to the Union. 

Louisiana Purchase: Napoleon sells 
Louisiana Territory to U.S. for $15 
million. 

Marbury v. Madison affirms right of 
judicial review. 


Chateaubriand, The Genius of Chris- 
tianity 


Hector Berlioz born (d. 1869). 


QSL 


1804 


1805 


1806 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Humphreys, David (1752-1818), A Poem on the 
Industry of the United States of America 


Jefferson, Thomas (1743-1826), “The Philoso- 
phy of Jesus” 


Paine, Thomas (1737-1809), To the People of En- 
gland on the Invasion of England (pamphlet) 


Rowson, Susanna (c.1762—1824), Miscellaneous 
Poems 


Vanderlyn, John (1775-1852), Death of Jane 
McCrea 


Warren, Mercy Otis (1728-1814), History of the 
Rise, Progress, and Termination of the American 
Revolution 


Hitchcock, David (1773-1849), The Poetical 
Works of David Hitchcock: Containing the Shade of 
Plato, Knight and Quack, and the Subtlety of Foxes 


Payne, John Howard (1791-1852), Julia 
(drama) 


Historical Events in the New World 


Aaron Burr kills Alexander Hamilton 
in a duel. 

Meriwether Lewis (1774-1809) and 
William Clark (1770-1838) lead 
their expedition to the Pacific 
Coast; return 1806. Original Jour- 
nals of the Lewis and Clark Expedi- 
tion collected by R. G. Thwaites 
and published in 8 volumes from 
1904-5. 


Nathaniel Hawthorne born (d. 
1864). 


Michigan Territory created. 
Zebulon Pike explores upper Missis- 
sipp1 River. 


President Jefferson orders arrest of 
Aaron Burr. 


William Gilmore Simms born (d. 
1870). 


Historical and Literary Events in the Ola 
World 


Napoleon crowned emperor of 
France. 


Johann Strauss, Sr., born (d. 1849). 


Napoleon crowned king of Italy. 
Lord Nelson defeats French at 
Trafalgar. 


Francis II renounces title of Holy Ro- 
man Emperor. 


John Stuart Mill born (d. 1873). 
Elizabeth Barrett born (d. 1861). 


OSL 


1807 


1808 


Tenskwatawa (?), Speech before the Iroquois 
Confederacy 


Webster, Noah (1758-1843), Compendious Dictio- 
nary of the English Language 


Barker, James Nelson (1784—1858), The Indian 
Princess; or, La Belle Sauvage (play) 


Barlow, Joel (1754-1812), The Columbiad (verse) 


Brown, William Hill (1765-93), Iva and Isa- 
bella; or, The Natural Children (novel, posth.) 


Irving, Washington (1783-1859), William Ir- 
ving (1766-1821), and James Kirke Paul- 
ding (1778-1860), Salmagundi; or, The Whim- 
Whams and Opinions of Launcelot Langstaff, Esq. 
& Others (satiric serial, through 1808) 


Wilson, Alexander (1766-1813), American Orni- 
thology 


Bryant, William Cullen (1794-1878), The Em- 
bargo; or, Sketches of the Times (verse) 


Embargo Act passed by Congress. 

Aaron Burr tried for treason and ac- 
quitted. 

Steamboat Clermont launched by Rob- 
ert Fulton. 


Henry Wadsworth Longfellow born 
(d. 1882). 

John Greenleaf Whittier born (d. 
1892). 


Importation of African slaves out- 
lawed by Congress. 


Napoleon signs treaties with Russia 
and Prussia. 


Charles and Mary Lamb, Tales from 
Shakespeare 
Hegel, The Phenomenology of Mind 


Napoleon occupies Spain; abolishes 
the Inquisition in Spain and Italy. 


Beethoven, Symphonies No. 5 and 6 
(“Pastoral”) 


o9L 


1809 


ISIO 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Ames, Fisher (1758—1808), “American Litera- 
ture’ (essay) 


Brown, Charles Brockden (1771-1810), An Ad- 
dress to the Congress of the United States (anti- 
Embargo pamphlet) 


Irving, Washington (1783-1859), A Hustory of 
New York (fiction) 


Pike, Zebulon Montgomery (1779-1813), Ac- 
count of Expeditions to the Sources of the Mississippi 
and Through the Western Parts of Louisiana 


Historical Events in the New World 


James Madison becomes fourth presi- 
dent of the U.S. 

Embargo Act repealed by Congress. 

llinois Territory created. 


Thomas Paine dies (b. 1737). 
Abraham Lincoln born (d. 1865). 
Edgar Allan Poe born (d. 1849). 


U.S. annexes West Florida. 
Population of U.S. is 7.2 million. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Goethe, Faust, Part I 

Ingres, La Grande Baigneuse (paint- 
ing) 

Charles Lamb, Specimens of English 
Dramatic Poets 


Russia annexes Finland. 
Napoleon annexes Papal States. 


Charles Darwin born (d. 1882). 

Nikolai Gogol born (d. 1852). 

Franz Joseph Haydn dies (b. 1732). 

Felix Mendelssohn born (d. 1847). 

Alfred, Lord Tennyson born (d. 
1892). 


Beethoven, Emperor Concerto 

Byron, English Bards and Scotch Review- 
ers 

Schlegel, On Dramatic Art and Litera- 
ture 


Napoleon annexes Holland; his power 
at its apex. 


Igl 


ISI 


1812 


Watterston, George (1783-1854), Glencarn; or, 
The Disappointments of Youth (novel) 


White, George (?), A Brief Account of the Life, 
Experiences, Travels, and Gospel Labours of George 
White, an African 


Brackenridge, Hugh Henry (1748-1816), Epzs- 
tle to Walter Scott (verse) 


Jea, John (7), The Life, History, and Unparalleled 
Sufferings of John Jea, the African Preacher 


Mitchell, Isaac (1759?—1812), The Asylum; or, 
Alonzo and Melissa. An American Tale, Founded 
on Fact (novel) 


Trumbull, Henry (1781-1843), Hastory of the In- 
dian Wars (revised 1841; nonfiction) 


Barker, James Nelson (1784-1858), Marmion 
(drama, adapted from a poem by Walter Scott) 


Cuffee, Paul (1759-1817), A Brief Account of the 
Settlement and Present Condition of the Colony of 
Szerra Leone in Africa 


Charles Brockden Brown dies (b. 


P77): 
Margaret Fuller born (d. 1850). 


Gen. William Henry Harrison de- 
feats native American tribes at the 
battle of Tippecanoe. 

First steamboat service on the Missis- 
sipp1 River. 

John Jacob Astor sends a ship around 
Cape Horn to build Fort Astoria 
on the Columbia River; launches 
overland expeditions led by Wilson 
Price Hunt and Robert Stuart. 


Harriet Beecher Stowe born (d. 
1896). 


U.S. declares war on Great Britain 
(1812-14). 

Louisiana admitted to the Union. 

Missouri Territory created. 


Frédéric Chopin born (d. 1849). 
Robert Schumann born (d. 1856). 


George III of England declared in- 
sane; Prince of Wales becomes 
Prince Regent. 

“Luddites” destroy industrial ma- 
chines in North England. 


Franz Liszt born (d. 1886). 
William Makepeace Thackeray born 
(d. 1863). 


Austen, Sense and Sensibility 


Napoleon invades Russia, destroys 
Smolensk, occupies Moscow, but is 
forced to retreat. 


Beethoven, Symphonies No. 7 and 8 


zOl 


1813 


1814 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Paulding, James Kirke (1778-1860), The Divert- 
ing History of John Bull and Brother Jonathan 
(nonfiction) 


{[Rush, Rebecca (?)}, Kelvoy (novel) 


Bryan, Daniel (1795-1866), The Mountain Muse 
(poem) 


Paulding, James Kirke (1778—1860), The Lay of 
the Scotch Fiddle (poem) 


Anatlectic Magazine (briefly edited by Washington 
Irving, ceases publication 1821) 


Biddle, Nicholas (1786—1844), History of the Ex- 
pedition Under the Command of Captains Lewis and 
Clark to the Sources of the Missouri 


Brackenridge, Hugh Henry (1748-1816), Law 
Mascellanies 


Key, Francis Scott (1779-1843), “Defense of 
Fort M’Henry” (“The Star-Spangled Banner”) 


Historical Events in the New World 


British navy blockades U.S. ports. 


British burn the White House and 
the Capitol, attack Baltimore. 
Creek Indian War ends. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Duke of Wellington invades France. 

Mexico declares its independence. 

Robert Southey named poet laureate 
of England. 


Giuseppe Verdi born (d. 1901). 
Richard Wagner born (d. 1883). 


Austen, Pride and Prejudice 


Napoleon abdicates and is exiled to 
Elba. 

Restoration of Louis XVIII to French 
throne. 


Austen, Mansfield Park 

Beethoven, Fzde/zo (opera, final ver- 
sion) 

Goya, The Second of May 1808 and 
The Third of May 1808 (paintings) 

Scott, Waverly 


col 


1815 


1816 


Brackenridge, Hugh Henry (1748-1816), Mod- 
ern Chivalry (final edition) 


Drake, Daniel (1785—1852), Picture of Cincinnati 
in 1815 (nonfiction) 


Paulding, James Kirke (1778-1860), The 
United States and England (poem) 


Porter, David (1780-1843), Journal of a Cruise 
Made to the Pacific Ocean 


North American Review founded (ceases publication 
1939) 


Boudinot, Elias (Sr.) (1740-1821), Star in the 
West (nonfiction) 


Tucker, George (1775-1861), Letters from Vir- 
ginia (nonfiction) 


Woodworth, Samuel (1784-1842), The Champi- 
ons of Freedom (novel) 


Portico founded in Baltimore (ceases publication 
1818) 


Andrew Jackson defeats British at 
New Orleans. 

Benjamin Latrobe begins rebuilding 
the White House (1815-17). 

Paul Cuffee leads a group of colonists 
to Sierre Leone. 


Indiana admitted to the Union. 

Second Bank of the United States 
(1816-36). 

Establishment of American Coloniza- 
tion Society and its journal, the Af 
rican Repository. 


Hugh Henry Brackenridge dies (b. 
1748). 


Napoleon’s “Hundred Days.” 

Wellington defeats Napoleon at Wa- 
terloo. 

Napoleon's second exile, to St. He- 
lena. 


Austen, Emma 
Rossini, [/ Barbiere di Siviligia 


VOL 


1817 


1818 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World 


Bryant, William Cullen (1794-1878), “Thana- 
topsis’ (verse) 


Delano, Amasa (1763~—1823), Narrative of Voy- 
ages in the Northern and Southern Hemispheres 


Neal, John (1793-1876), Keep Cool (novel) 


Paulding, James Kirke (1778-1860), Letters 
from the South (travel sketches, rev. ed. 1835) 


Riley, James (1777-1840), Sufferings in Africa 
(autobiography) 


Wirt, William (1772-1834), Sketches of the Life 
and Character of Patrick Henry (biography) 


Bryant, William Cullen (1794-1878), “Early 
American Verse” (essay); “On Trisyllabic Feet 
in Iambic Measure” (essay) 


Heckewelder, John G. (1743-1823), Hzstory, 
Manners, and Customs of the Indian Nations (non- 
fiction) 


Historical Events in the New World 


James Monroe inaugurated as fifth 


president of the U.S. 
Mississippi admitted to the Union. 
Alabama Territory created. 
Construction of Erie Canal begins. 


Henry David Thoreau born (d. 
1862). 


Illinois admitted to the Union. 

Canadian boundary established by 
U.S. and Great Britain. 

First Seminole War begins when An- 
drew Jackson invades Florida. 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 
founded (ceases publication 1980). 


Jane Austen dies (b. 1775). 


Byron, Manfred 
Coleridge, Biographia Literaria 


Hegel succeeds Fichte (d. 1814) as 
professor of philosophy in Berlin. 
Karl Marx born (d. 1883). 


Austen, Northanger Abbey; Persuasion 
M. Shelley, Frankenstein 


Sol 


1819 


Neal, John (1793-1876), The Battle of Niagara 
(verse) 


Paulding, James Kirke (1778-1860), The Back- 


woodsman (poem) 


Payne, John Howard (1791-1852), Brutus; or, 
The Fall of Tarquin (drama) 


Narrative of the Captivity and Sufferings of Mrs. 
Mary Smith 


Channing, William Ellery (1780-1842), “A Ser- 


mon Delivered at the Ordination of the Rev. 
Jared Sparks” (commonly known as “Unitarian 
Christianity’) 


Halleck, Fitz-Greene (1790-1867), Poems, by 
Croaker, Croaker & Co., and Croaker Jun. (with 
Joseph Rodman Drake [1795-—1820]) 


Irving, Washington (1783-1859), The Sketch 
Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. (1819-90) 


Jefferson, Thomas (1743—1826), “The Life and 
Morals of Jesus” (1819-20) 


Neal, John (1793-1876), Otho (verse) 


Alabama admitted to the Union. 

East Florida ceded to U.S. by Spain 
in Adams-Onis Treaty. 

Arkansas Territory organized. 

Financial panic in U.S. 

Stephen Long’s “Yellowstone Expedi- 
tion.” 

Anti-Slave Trade Act passed. 

M’Culloch v. Maryland: on the consti- 
tutionality of the Second Bank. 


Dartmouth College v. Woodward: on ju- 
risdiction of state legislatures over 
private corporate charters. 


Herman Melville born (d. 1891). 
Walt Whitman born (d. 1892). 


Future Queen Victoria of England 
born (d. 1901). 

Simon Bolivar becomes president of 
Venezuela. 


Byron, Don Juan (1819-24) 
Scott, Ivanhoe 
Shelley, The Cenci 


99L 


1820 


Important Texts In and Concerning the New World Historical Events in the New World 


Noah, Mordecai M. (1785-1851), She Would Be 
a Soldier; or, The Plains of Chippewa (drama) 


Paulding, James Kirke (1778-1860), 
Salmagundi: Second Series (1819-20) 


Schoolcraft, Henry Rowe (1793-1864), A View 
of the Lead Mines of Missouri 


Channing, William Ellery (1780-1842), The Missouri Compromise outlaws slavery 
Moral Argument Against Calvinism (essay) north of latitude 36° 30’. 
Maine admitted to the Union as the 
Cooper, James Fenimore (1789-1851), Precau- twenty-third state. 
tion (novel) President Monroe reelected. 


S B. Anth b d. 6). 
Eastburn, James W. (1797-1819), Yamoden, A a nthony born (d. 1906) 


Tale of the Wars of King Philip (poem) 


Noah, Mordecai M. (1785—1851), The Siege of 
Tripoli (drama) 


Symmes, John [Adam Seaborn] (1780-1829), 
Symzonia: Voyage of Discovery 


Historical and Literary Events in the Old 
World 


George IV crowned king of England. 


Keats, Lamia and Other Poems 
Malthus, Principles of Political Economy 
Shelley, Prometheus Unbound 
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